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THE UNIVERSITY OF SAN FRANCISCO
Dissertation Abstract
The Lao Language - “Our Own World to Fall Back On”: Lao American Students’
Critical Reflections on Heritage Language Maintenance and Loss
Prior to this study, no research on heritage language maintenance and loss has been
conducted in the Lao American community. To fill the gap in the research literature, this
study explored second generation Lao American high school and college students’ critical
perspectives on the role of their heritage language in relation to their self-concept, academic
performance, and communication in the home, school, and community.
This participatory research study utilized photovoice data collection strategy along
with engaging the participants, called co-researchers, in group dialogues. The dialogic and
collective nature of participatory research process allowed the co-researchers to take
ownership of the research project and worked diligently to capture in photographs and
reflective group dialogues the role of their heritage language. They also identified ways that
their families, schools, and communities could help them maintain their heritage language.
The findings included the co-researchers’ perceived benefits of heritage language
maintenance and consequences of heritage language loss. They identified the following as
benefits for Lao American students to maintain their heritage language: (a) having a positive
self-concept; (b) succeeding in learning a foreign language; (c) receiving socio-emotional
support from parents and elders; (d) communicating with limited English proficient and
non-English speaking individuals; (e) learning the Lao language, culture, and history from
parents, elders, and community leaders; (f) staying connected and feeling a sense of
belonging with people of the same ethnicity; and (g) serving as language and cultural brokers

for their family as well as ethnic and mainstream communities. The consequences of
heritage language loss they observed and experienced on a daily basis included:
(a) negative self-concept; (b) language barrier; (c) identity crisis and gang involvement;
(d) communication breakdowns; (e) generational gap; and (f) linguistic isolation.
In conclusion, the researcher and co-researchers identified several strategies that
they felt their families, schools, and communities could implement in order to help them
maintain their heritage language. A common thread among identified strategies was the need
to increase the frequency and relevancy of the Lao language usage in multiple contexts
among second generation Lao American students.

ii

This dissertation, written under the direction of the candidate’s dissertation committee and
approved by the members of the committee, has been presented to and accepted by the
Faculty of the School of Education in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Education. The content and research methodologies presented in this work
represent the work of the candidate alone.

Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout
Candidate

12/16/09
Date

Dissertation Committee
Susan R. Katz
Chairperson

12/16/09

Shabman Koirala-Azad

12/16/09

Gini Shimabukuro

12/16/09

iii

This dissertation is dedicated to my first educators—my beloved parents:
Tiangkham and Chantha Peter Liemthongsamout.
Through her struggles, my mom defined for me courage, love, and wisdom.
Through his leadership, my dad taught me perseverance, politics, and compassion.

iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
To my beloved father, Chantha Peter Liemthongsamout, for being my guardian angel
during my drives into and from San Francisco; I thank him for always watching over me. I
thank him for instilling in me the love for community service and qualities of a
compassionate leader. I know that he is very proud of me and is beaming with joy down at
me right now. To my beloved mother, Tiangkham Liemthongsamout, for her support and
guidance throughout my educational years; I thank her for being my mother, warrior, and
friend.
To my older siblings, Youh, Hong, Nah, and Kham, who in their own ways
influenced my character; I thank them for their support and understanding of my flaws. To
my husband, Sam, who has endured my many last-minute crises over the years; I thank him
for his love and support. To my younger siblings, Vanh, Narh, La, and Loun, I thank them
for inspiring me to want to be a good role model. To my beautiful and talented nephews,
Danny, Johnny, Allen, Peter, Tyler, Asher, and Kiefer, and nieces, Saysamone, Alexis,
Angel, and Tavi, I thank them for motivating me to continue the work of heritage language
maintenance among Lao American youths.
To my dearest friend, Kevin, I thank him for all of his support during the past few
months that he has entered my life. I know that he was sent from up above to make sure that
I finish this dissertation. Thank you.
To my dissertation chair, Dr. Susan Roberta Katz, Ph.D., who exemplifies a critically
compassionate educator; I thank her for her unyielding support and words of encouragement.
To Dr. Shabnam Koirala-Azad, Ph.D., who, through her feedback, challenged me to
understand and apply participatory research method to its fullest. To Dr. Gini Shimabukuro,

v

Ed.D., for her detailed feedback and insightful questions which pushed me to be a more
transparent writer.
To my co-researchers, Andre, Kane, Liana, Mary, Tina, and Vanhsy, for agreeing to
participate in the study; I thank them for their commitment to the research process and
product, this dissertation. I learned a great deal from each of them. It is my hope that they
will continue the work of heritage language maintenance among their generation and the next
generations. As they envision and work to create alternative realties, it is also my hope that
they will continue to question the status quo and think outside of the box.

vi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
Dissertation Abstract ···································································································· i
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ···································································································· v
TABLE OF CONTENTS ······································································································ vii
LIST OF FIGURES …………………………………………………………………………..x
LIST OF TABLES …………………………………………………………………………...xi
CHAPTER I: THE RESEARCH PROBLEM ········································································· 1
Introduction ························································································································ 1
Background and Need for the Study ··················································································· 2
Statement of the Problem ··································································································· 3
Purpose of the Study··········································································································· 5
Research Questions ············································································································ 6
Theoretical Framework ······································································································ 6
Significance of the Study ···································································································· 7
CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE ·········································································· 9
Refugees from Southeast Asia ···························································································· 9
Bilingual Education in the United States ·········································································· 12
Heritage Language Instruction in the United States ·························································· 15
Heritage Language Loss in Southeast Asian Communities··············································· 18
Heritage Language Maintenance Efforts in Southeast Asian Communities ······················ 22
Laos ·································································································································· 28
Historical Background··································································································· 28
Laos Under the Lao People’s Democratic Republic ······················································ 29
Lao People ························································································································ 30
Lao Language ··················································································································· 31
Lao Culture······················································································································· 33
Critical Theory ················································································································· 35
Critical Pedagogy ············································································································· 36
Empowering Education ···································································································· 37
Critical Literacy: Language of Empowerment ·································································· 39
What is Critical Literacy? ······························································································ 39
How Is Critical Literacy Implemented? ········································································· 41
What Can Critical Literacy Offer to the Larger Society? ·············································· 43
Summary ·························································································································· 48
CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY ······················································································· 51

vii

Restatement of the Purpose of the Study ·········································································· 51
Research Design ··············································································································· 51
Participatory Research ······································································································ 52
Dialogues ························································································································· 53
Photovoice ························································································································ 54
Research Setting ··············································································································· 56
Research Participants········································································································ 57
Researcher’s Entry into the Community ··········································································· 58
Data Collection Procedures ······························································································ 59
Questions That Guided the Pre-Photo Dialogue ······························································· 60
Data Analysis Procedures ································································································· 64
Protection of Participants·································································································· 67
Background of Researcher································································································ 67
Limitations of the Study ··································································································· 68
CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS ··································································································· 70
Introduction ······················································································································ 70
Background of the Co-Researchers ·················································································· 71
Overview of Findings ······································································································· 76
Generative Themes ··········································································································· 77
Research Question 1: ········································································································ 78
Heritage Language Maintenance ··············································································· 78
Having a Positive Self-Concept ·········································································· 78
Learning a Foreign Language ············································································· 80
Story Telling and Socio-Emotional Support ······················································· 82
Heritage Language Loss ···························································································· 84
Negative Self-Concept ······················································································· 84
Language Barrier ································································································ 84
Identity Crisis and Gang Involvement ································································ 85
Research Question 2: ········································································································ 87
Heritage Language Maintenance ··············································································· 87
Communicating with Limited English Proficient and Non-English Speaking
Individuals·········································································································· 87
Bonding and Learning from Parents ··································································· 88
Staying Connected and Feeling a Sense of Belonging ········································ 91
Serving as Language and Cultural Brokers························································· 93
Heritage Language Loss ···························································································· 95
Communication Breakdowns ············································································· 95
Generational Gap································································································ 97
Linguistic Isolation ··························································································· 101
From Nonexistence to Hostile Treatment ························································· 103
Research Question 3: ······································································································ 107
Heritage Language Maintenance ············································································· 107
The Role of Parents, Elders, and Siblings························································· 107
The Temple-the Heart of the Community ························································· 110

viii

Role Models Working to Narrow the Generational Gap ··································· 112
Inclusion ··········································································································· 114
Heritage Language Loss ·························································································· 116
Lecturing ·········································································································· 116
Angry Parents ··································································································· 117
Teasing and Put Downs ···················································································· 117
English Is Pervasive ························································································· 118
Summary ························································································································ 119
CHAPTER V: DISSCUSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, REFLECTIONS, AND
CONCLUSION ··················································································································· 121
Discussion ······················································································································ 121
Generative Themes ········································································································· 122
Schooling - A Process of Heritage Language Loss ······················································ 122
Generational Gap - A Source of Dysfunctional Families············································· 125
Subtractive Assimilation - A Process of Americanization ··········································· 127
Family Support - A Foundation for Heritage Language Maintenance ························· 129
Community Efforts Are Imperative for Heritage Language Maintenance ··················· 130
Additive Assimilation - A Process of Ethnic Identity Affirmation ······························ 132
Recommendations ·········································································································· 134
Co-Researchers’ Plan for Social Actions ········································································ 135
Recommendations for Further Research ········································································· 135
Recommendations for Future Practice ············································································ 136
Reflections······················································································································ 136
Co-Researchers’ Reflections ·························································································· 137
Researcher’s Reflections ································································································ 144
Conclusion······················································································································ 145
REFERENCES ··················································································································· 147
APPENDICES
A. Participatory Research Flyer ······················································································ 155
B. IRBPHS Approval Letter ··························································································· 156
C. Consent Cover Letter ································································································· 157
D. Informed Consent Form for Dialogue Participation ··················································· 159
E. Parental Consent Form ······························································································· 163
F. Questionnaire ············································································································· 167
G. Researcher Subjects Bill of Rights············································································· 169
H. Research Questions & Questions to Guide the Pre-Photo Dialogues ························· 170
I. Photovoice Instruction································································································· 171
J. Acknowledge and Release Form ················································································· 172
K. Identity Form ············································································································· 173
L. Final Photovoice Release Form ·················································································· 174

ix

LIST OF FIGURES
Figures

pages

1. Proud of my Ancestors ······························································································· 80
2. Benefits of Being Bilingual ························································································ 81
3. The Sacred Sea Serpent of Lao Legends ···································································· 83
4. My Mom is my Teacher ····························································································· 90
5. Bonding with my Grandma ························································································ 91
6. Friends Forever ·········································································································· 93
7. Two Languages is Better than One············································································· 95
8. Talk to the Back ········································································································· 98
9. Socializing while Cooking ························································································· 98
10. Socializing and Waiting to be Served ······································································· 99
11. A Common Language-Dance! ················································································ 104
12. Emptiness ··············································································································· 104
13. Family TV Time····································································································· 110
14. The Heart of our Community-The Temple ····························································· 111
15. Temple-The Heart of our Community ···································································· 112
16. Passing on the Traditions ······················································································· 114
17. Andre Anoulak ······································································································· 137
18. Kane Nammavongsa ······························································································ 138
19. Liana Bouthaso ······································································································ 139
20. Mary Saengsavanh ································································································· 140
21. Tina Rolak ·············································································································· 141
22. Vanhsy Vongphakdy ······························································································ 143
23. Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout ······································································· 144

x

List of Tables
Tables

pages
1. Dialogues…………………………………………………………………64
2. Descriptive Profile of Co-researchers…………………………………….71

xi

1
CHAPTER I
THE RESEARCH PROBLEM
Introduction
In the United States, heritage language currently refers to
… any ancestral language that may, or may not, be spoken in the home and the
community, and heritage speaker refers to a student who is raised in a home where a
non-English language is spoken, who speaks or merely understands the heritage
language, and who is to some degree bilingual in English and the heritage language.
(Wiley & Valdes, 2001, p. 132)
Since heritage language is the language associated with one’s cultural background, research
has shown that heritage language development can be an important part of identity formation
and can help one to retain a strong sense of identity to one’s own ethnic group (Cho, Cho, &
Tse, 1997; Feuerverger, 1991). According to Krashen, Tse, and McQuillan (1998), students
who had taken heritage language classes for several years were more positive toward their
home language, culture, and family traditions and values than students who had no heritage
language instruction
Studies which expand on the topic of heritage language loss and the impact of that
loss on the self-concept of minority groups and individuals indicate that as minorities are
systematically infused into the mainstream society, their identification with the heritage
language and culture is lost and often viewed as continual choices made by individuals. How
individuals view themselves in relation to language is complex. Walsh (1995) defined
language as the central element that affects our self-perceptions. She stated,
Language is a central element of who we are, how we think of ourselves, and how
others see us; it is complexity tied to the history of generations past and the presentday struggles of culture, identity, and communication in homes, communities,
schools, the workplace, and a variety of other social institutions. (p. 89)
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Findings from empirical research studies (Brecht & Ingold, 2002; Fishman, 2001a;
Wright & Taylor, 1995) continue to suggest that heritage language instructions, such as
bilingual education and community-based heritage language programs, are a remedy for the
present patterns of school failure among minority students. Cummins (1989) and Crawford
(1989) suggested that heritage language instruction actually helps speed up students’
academic progress, and results in better performance in English in the long run.
Furthermore, heritage language instruction has been shown to have a positive impact on
students’ subsequent abilities in the heritage language in terms of maintenance and
enhancement of native language skills (Crawford, 1989). According to Appel (1988) and
Cummins (1989), heritage language instruction improves academic success through
enhancement of a child’s self-esteem. It spares children from negative self-evaluation and
self-image (Wright & Taylor, 1995) and affirms value and status of the heritage language and
those who speak it.
Background and Need for the Study
According to the 2000 United States Census, approximately 64% of Southeast Asian
people in the United States reported belonging to the heritage of Cambodia, Laos, and/or
Vietnam. As of 2005, about 12% of all English Language Learners in California public
schools primarily spoke Southeast Asian languages, Hmong, Khmer, Lao, Mien, and
Vietnamese, in their homes (California Department of Education Census, 2005). A large
number of Southeast Asian students continued throughout grades kindergarten to 12 as
English Language Learners or formerly referred to as Limited English Proficient students.
These students continue to struggle with formal education due to factors, such as limited
English proficiency, discrimination, systematic miscommunication between students,
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parents, and teachers, and widespread feelings of alienation from mainstream society (Yang
& Niedzwiecki, 2003). Only about 15% of Americans of Southeast Asian heritage hold
bachelors or higher degrees (United States Census, 2000).
Academically well-achieving students consistently attribute their success to the
availability of support and positive reinforcement from family members and school personnel
(Um, 2003). Many Southeast Asian students come from families and households with severe
constraints. As census data indicate, an overwhelming number of first-generation Southeast
Asian refugee parents have little or no formal education, even in their native language.
Others are challenged by their limited English proficiency and understanding of the
American educational system.
The rate of acculturation varies among family members. As children acquire English
through their schooling, they rapidly lose their primary language, so the generational gap
widens (Fishman, 1977; Hein, 1995). Southeast Asian children are so eager to fit in with
their peers that they reject their heritage language and culture. Parents, on the other hand,
maintain the primary language, traditional practices, and cultural values. The language and
cultural barriers between Southeast Asian children and parents prevent effective
communication in the homes and decrease the positive emotional support needed for
academic success (Cummins, 1989; Wright & Taylor, 1995; Yang & Niedzwiecki, 2003).
Statement of the Problem
In 2000, the United States Census Bureau provided a special report portraying the
Asian population in the country. The report discussed the 11 largest Asian groups at the
national level. These groups are Asian Indian, Cambodian, Chinese, Filipino, Hmong,
Japanese, Korean, Laotian, Pakistani, Thai, and Vietnamese. According to the report,
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198,203 Laotians were residing in the United States, with 65,000 living in California. A
large influx, about 66%, of Lao refugees entered the United States between 1980 to 1989.
The label Laotian has been used to refer to all ethnic groups from Laos, such as the Hmong,
Mien, and Lao; however, with the recent awareness of the differences between groups, it is
commonly used to refer to only Lao-speaking people.
According to the 2000 United States Census, 67% of Laotians are living in poverty.
Over 50% are linguistically isolated-meaning no one over the age of 14 in the household
speaks only English or speaks Lao and English well. In Grades K-12, 6,901 Laotians were
identified as English Language Learners (CDE Census, 2005). Because of the low student
population, Lao is not considered one of the top 10 languages of English Language Learners
in California public schools.
Educators, public officials, parents, and community leaders have responded to the
recent breakout of gang activities and violence in the Sacramento County among Hmong,
Mien, and Lao middle and high school students with, series of “Stop the Violence” forums
sponsored by Sacramento City Unified School District (SCUSD). There were 11 deaths from
gang shootings during the school years 2004-2006 (SCUSD, 2006). The academic
performance of Lao students in SCUSD as a whole is similar to that of the other
underperforming groups, such as the Hmong, Mien, Hispanic, and African American.
According to the Fall 2004 California English Language Development Test results, only 1%
of Lao students have been identified as Fluent English Proficient (CDE Census, 2005). This
means that, of the 96% of Lao students who were born in the United States and have been
receiving English instruction since preschool or kindergarten, only 1% speak, read, and write
English fluently in grades 4-12.
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Although there has been a great deal of research in the area of bilingualism and
heritage language maintenance (Baker, 1996; Crawford, 1995; Cummins, 1981a; Fishman,
1991), most of these studies primarily addressed issues in the Latino and East Asian
communities. Little empirical research data (Lese & Robbins, 1994; Shin & Nguyen, 2000;
Yang & Niedzwiecki, 2003) is available on Southeast Asian communities, especially
Laotian. Lao American represents an infrequently studied and severely neglected subgroup
of the Southeast Asian population in the United States.
Because the majority of Lao American students do not have the support of their
parents, the schools, or the public in learning their heritage language and culture, many of
them are falling behind academically (SCUSD, 2000). For examples, most Lao parents are
illiterate and English is pervasive in the school and mainstream media. Having few
opportunities to learn about their heritage language and culture, they have had to acculturate
into the mainstream culture to be accepted by the larger society. Although maintaining the
Lao language and culture has positive effects on their academic achievement and selfconcept (Appel, 1988; Crawford, 1989; Cummins, 1989), Lao American students are shifting
away from using and retaining the heritage language and culture. A study of Lao American
students’ perceptions and critical reflections on the role of the heritage language on their selfconcept, academic performance, and family communication may provide insights into this
phenomenon.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the issues surrounding heritage language
maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly among second generation Lao
American high school and college students. Its focus was to capture Lao American students’
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critical reflections on the role of their heritage language in relation to their self-concept,
academic performance, and communication in their homes, schools, and communities. In
addition, it was to provide an opportunity for students to offer recommendations on how their
families, schools, and communities can help them maintain their heritage language.
Research Questions
The overarching research question was “What are Lao American students’
perceptions of their heritage language maintenance and loss?” The study utilized the
following questions to capture the students’ perceptions:
1. What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their heritage language in
relation to their self-concept and academic performance?
2. What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their heritage language in
relation to their communication in their homes, schools, and communities?
3. What are Lao American students’ thoughts on what their families, schools, and
communities can do to help them maintain their heritage language?
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was based on the work of Fishman (1964,
1972, 1977, 1991) on heritage language shift among immigrant populations and Freire’s
(1989, 1994, 2001, 2003) work on education for critical consciousness. According to
Fishman, language shift is a progressive process whereby a speech community of a language
shifts to speaking another language. The rate of assimilation is the percentage of individuals
with a given mother tongue who speak another language more often in the home. Fishman’s
studies revealed that once English is learned by immigrants, especially by young children,
there is a rapid shift or loss of the heritage language. A shift to monolingualism is usually
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completed by the third generation. His studies also identified factors that seem to contribute
to language maintenance. Among these identified factors are the numerical strength of
people claiming the language as their mother tongue and the number of institutions that
support the language in the community, such as schools, publications, mass media, church,
and organizations.
Another theoretical and practical underpinning of this study stemmed from Freire’s
(1989, 2003) education for critical consciousness, commonly referred to as problem-posing
education or empowerment education. Freire’s approach to critical education stresses the
importance of people sharing and speaking from their own experience. The goal of such
education is to identify a common theme among individuals’ situations, create an analytical
perspective from which to relate the situations to root causes, and develop solutions and
strategies for change. Empowering education, therefore, teaches more than individual
development or self-esteem. Its teaching efforts are directed at individual change,
community quality of life, and structural changes for social justice.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is its contribution to the limited existing body of
research on Southeast Asians, particularly Laotians. The knowledge gained through this
research study can help others to understand Lao Americans who speak and do not speak the
language of their ethnic group. It provides the community, students, educators, and policymakers insights into the role of heritage language in a person’s self-concept and academic
performance.
In addition, findings from this research have invaluable implications for educational
institutions and community agencies to design instructional support and services that will be
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more effective for Lao Americans. Furthermore, the findings provide insights for the Lao
community in regards to parenting and avenues to address language loss. Lastly, the dialogic
process provided the participants an opportunity to reflect deeply on their experiences and, as
a result, helped them to reach new levels of understanding of their realities. Furthermore,
participants were empowered to take actions which had the potential for a lasting positive
impact on their lives, families, and communities.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
As stated in Chapter I, based on the researcher’s personal accounts and the limited
existing research literature on the Lao American community, second generation Lao
American students were quickly shifting from speaking their heritage language to using
primarily English in the homes. This communication pattern contributed to the generational
gap and intensified the Lao language barrier between parents and children. Therefore, the
purpose of this research study was to explore the issues surrounding heritage language
maintenance and loss among second generation Lao Americans in hope that we may find
strategies to slow down and/or reverse the rapid language shift.
The review of literature below includes the following topics: (a) historical
background of the refugees from Southeast Asia, (b) bilingual education and heritage
language instruction in the United States, (c) heritage language loss and maintenance in the
Southeast Asian communities, (d) Laos and Lao people, and (e) Lao language and culture. It
also includes the theory and concepts relevant to the research questions and methodology
such as critical theory, critical pedagogy, critical literacy, participatory research, and
photovoice.
Refugees from Southeast Asia
In 2000, the United States Census Bureau provided a special report detailing the
demographic, social, and economic characteristics of the Asian population. According to the
report, the Asian population includes many groups who differ in language, culture, and
length of residence in the United States. Some Asian groups, such as Chinese and Japanese,
have been represented in the United States for several generations. Other groups, such as the
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Hmong, Vietnamese, Laotians, and Cambodians, are recent refugees from Southeast Asia
countries. The term Southeast Asia refers to the following countries: Burma (Myanmar),
Thailand (Siam), Cambodia (Kampuchea), Laos, and Vietnam. Due to the aftermath of the
Vietnam War and political turmoil in Southeast Asia countries, a large influx of refugees
from these countries arrived to the United States during the late 1970s to 1989. Vietnamese,
as well as ethnic Chinese, are refugees from Vietnam. Refugees from Laos include ethnic
minorities, such as Hmong, Mien, Khmu, Vietnamese, and the majority class—Lao people or
Laotians. Cambodians or Khmers are refugees from Cambodia or Kampuchea. The term
Southeast Asian Americans herein implies strictly to the refugees from Cambodia, Laos, and
Vietnam.
Although there is a growing body of literature about the Asian racial group, little
information is available about the Southeast Asian cultural groups. The reason a paucity of
information exists for Southeast Asian Americans is partially because (a) they are more
recent refugees to the United States; (b) early research focused on voluntary Asian
immigrants like the Chinese and Japanese, not refugees; (c) much linguistic and cultural
diversity exists across the racially defined group of Asian and Pacific Islanders; and
(d) Asians have been stereotyped as the “model minority” who need no help to be successful
in the mainstream (Lee, 1996). Due to the lack of research and the stereotypes placed on this
population, the Southeast Asian group remains the least understood of all minority groups.
Less is known concerning refugees from Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos. For instance, many
refugees were exposed to extreme traumatic events in their homelands and inhuman living
conditions in refugee camps before arriving to the United States.
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The Asian population is one of the fastest growing populations in the United States,
growing 95% since 1980 and 48% since 1990 (United States Census Bureau, 2000).
Vietnamese, Cambodian, Hmong, and Laotian are among the top 11 Asian groups in the
United States, with Vietnamese being the largest followed by Cambodian. On the average,
about 35% of Southeast Asians are born in the United States. Currently Southeast Asians are
beginning to migrate to states where few Southeast Asians have lived before. These states
have been caught unprepared for meeting the educational needs of Southeast Asian children.
The state with the largest Southeast Asian population is California (705,381) followed by
Texas (163,625).
As of 2005, about 12% of all English Language Learners in California public schools
primarily spoke Southeast Asian languages—Hmong, Khmer, Lao, Mien, and Vietnamese in
their homes (California Department of Education Census, 2005). A large number of
Southeast Asian students continued throughout grades Kindergarten to 12 as English
Language Learners or formerly referred to as Limited English Proficient students. These
students continue to struggle with formal education due to factors, such as limited English
proficiency, discrimination, systematic miscommunication between students, parents, and
schools, and widespread feelings of alienation from mainstream society (Yang &
Niedzwiecki, 2003). Only about 15% of Americans of Southeast Asian heritage hold
bachelor’s or higher degrees (United States Census Bureau, 2000). Hence, a brief description
of bilingual education and heritage language instruction in the United States will help set the
context for understanding the educational realities of Southeast Asian English Language
Learners.
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Bilingual Education in the United States
Ruiz (1984) presented three language orientations: language-as-problem, languageas-right, and language-as-resource. In the context of the United States, viewing language as
a problem connects bilingual education with other social “problems,” such as unemployment
and low educational achievement associated with language minority students, and is often
viewed as a cause of these social problems. Thus, “fixing” the language problem is seen as a
way to solve these related social problems. In addition to social problems, the maintenance
of a low-status native language is associated with intellectual limitations and linguistic
deficiency. This orientation influenced the remedial and compensatory nature of bilingual
education contained in the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 and subsequent policy
discussions on bilingual education. The purpose of bilingual programs was perceived to be
the elimination of the language problem so that students could function without the
additional language support provided by these programs. This language orientation was
translated into policy that dictate transitional models of bilingual education without regard
for native language loss while defining the target student population as the poor and needy.
A central assumption for the language-as-problem orientation is that “English is the ‘real’
language of the United States and that speaking another language is a ‘handicap’, a barrier
that must be overcome” (Schmidt, 1997, p. 351).
In the recent decades, bilingual education has been one of the most controversial and
misunderstood issues in America educational policy. Lau v. Nichols (Biegel, 1994) was a
civil rights case brought by Chinese American students living in San Francisco, California
who had limited English proficiency. The students claimed that they were not receiving
special help in school due to their inability to speak English, help which they argued they
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were entitled to under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 because of its ban on
educational discrimination on the basis of national origin. Finding that the lack of
linguistically-appropriate accommodations, such as educational services in Chinese
effectively denied the Chinese students equal educational opportunities on the basis of their
ethnicity, the U.S. Supreme Court in 1974 ruled in favor of the students, thus expanding the
rights of limited English proficient students around the nation. Although Lau vs. Nichols
indicated that Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 should assure that language minority
students receive bilingual education regardless of the intent of local school authorities, that
approach appears to be blocked, particularly in California, since the passage of Proposition
227 and the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act. Large numbers of language
minority students have been denied equitable educational opportunity because they do not
understand English well enough to keep up with their English-speaking classmates (Biegel,
1994). In some instances this denial has been deliberate, in others it has come about as a
result of other priorities or neglect.
English Language Learners are language minority students. In the United States, the
number of children classified as English Language Learners is increasing rapidly, especially
in California (United States Census Bureau, 2000). English Language Learners constitute
over 35% of California’s student population. Gibbons’ (2002) review of research on second
language acquisition indicated that English Language Learners require considerably more
time to catch up to grade level expectations in the academic registers of English as compared
to the conversational registers. Unfortunately, after attaining basic conversational fluency,
English Language Learners are left to fend for themselves, and many continue to experience
academic difficulty in sink-or-swim classrooms. The disproportionate dropout rate among
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children with limited English proficiency undoubtedly has a lot to do with the lack of
bilingual education programs being offered by the United States public schools (Asian
American Legal Defense and Education Fund, 2008).
The language policies operative in the U.S. context have contributed heavily to
language loss which has been characterized as the process of “Americanization.” However,
for the generations involved, that process can also be characterized as an “attack against
family language, cultural identity, and family communication” (Wong Fillmore, 1996, p.
438). In 1998, California voters passed Proposition 227, mandating that California English
learners be taught overwhelmingly in English through immersion programs not normally
expected to exceed one year. Bilingual instruction was to be permitted only through the
granting of a special waiver. Proponents of bilingual education have interpreted the language
and passage of Proposition 227 as attacks against the language minority communities with
the intention of devaluing one of their primary symbolic assets, their heritage languages.
Efforts to eliminate bilingual education reflect a shift from racial discrimination to languagebased discrimination as Woolard and Schieffelin (1994) noted, “symbolic revalorization
often makes discrimination on linguistic grounds publicly acceptable, whereas corresponding
ethnic or racial discrimination is not” (p. 62).
Controversy continues between those who favor making English mandatory for all
language minority students and those who question whether abandoning the heritage
language of these students is prudent as a desired outcome. Linguists (Fishman, 2001a; Ruiz,
1984; Walsh, 1991) and social scientists (Olsen, Bhattacharya, Chow, Jaramillo, Tobiassen,
& Solorio, 2001; Wiley & Valdes, 2001; Wong Fillmore, 1991) are concerned about the
rapid language shift and loss in language minority families. By the second and third
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generations, the heritage language of many immigrants disappears due to lack of use and
preference for speaking the dominant language, English (Portes, 2002; Portes & Hao, 1998;
Tse, 2001). In addition, one quarter of all children in language minority families live in
linguistically isolated households.
Heritage Language Instruction in the United States
Heritage language refers to a nonmajority language spoken by an individual or group
considered to be a linguistic minority. Heritage language learners are individuals who study,
maintain, and engage in activities to revitalize their heritage language (Valdes, 2005).
Bilingualism refers to the ability to learn a second language without losing the first or the
heritage language (Tse, 2001). American heritage language students include children of
native American background, foreign-born immigrants who came to the United States at a
young age, the native-born children of foreign-born immigrants, and occasionally the nativeborn children of native-born individuals of immigrant background. The experiences of these
heritage speakers are similar. They speak or hear the heritage language spoken at home and
in their immediate communities, but, with few exceptions, they receive their formal
education entirely in English. They receive no instruction in the heritage language during the
elementary or secondary grades and, as a result, become literate only in English.
Heritage language speakers have been the focus of researchers engaged in the study
of bilingualism. The sociolinguistic study of bilingualism, for example, has centered on the
study of societal bilingualism. Phenomena such as language maintenance, language shift,
reversal of language shift, and language death have been of particular interest to
sociolinguists. As the work carried out by Fishman (1964, 1991) has made evident, minority
language communities in the United States have been deeply committed to maintaining their
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community languages. In spite of strong assimilative pressures, these communities have
nevertheless established language programs such as Saturday schools where children are
expected to develop existing heritage language proficiencies. Within the last few years,
moreover, individuals concerned about the erosion and disappearance of minority languages
have turned to educational institutions in the hope that formal classroom instruction, by
revitalizing and developing the home languages of young speakers of indigenous and
immigrant languages, will be able to slow down language shift.
Increased attention to the role of formal instruction in maintaining heritage language
has come about as a consequence of the 9/11 attack, which brought to the nation’s attention
the strategic importance of foreign language. As a result, the intelligence and military
communities have expressed a growing interest in expanding the nation’s linguistic resources
by both teaching non-English languages and by maintaining the heritage or home languages
of the 47 million individuals who reported speaking both English and a non-English
languages in the latest census report (United States Census Bureau, 2000). Professional
activities focusing on the teaching of heritage languages have increased enormously since
2001.
For instance, the Center for Applied Linguistics and the National Foreign Language
Center launched the Alliance for the Advancement of Heritage Language. The Alliance
sponsored the first two national conferences, in 1999 and 2002, on the teaching of heritage
languages. The first conference led to the publication of the volume Heritage Languages in
America (Peyton, Ranard, & McGinnis, 2001), in which much attention was given to the
teaching of uncommonly taught languages, and also to the publication of a special issue of
the Bilingual Research Journal focusing on heritage languages (Wiley & Valdes, 2001).
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The second conference led to the publication of a report on research priorities on the teaching
of heritage languages entitled Directions in Research; Intergenerational Transmission of
Heritage Languages (Campell & Christian, 2003).
Currently, heritage language teaching to school-aged students is carried out both
within public schools, such as in foreign language classes and bilingual language programs
and in community-supported out-of-school programs. However, in all of these settings, the
teaching of heritage languages is marginalized with respect to funding provisions, number of
languages involved, and number of students who participate. For example, only a handful of
languages are taught in foreign language classes or in bilingual language programs
(AALDEF, 2008). Within the mainstream classroom, students’ knowledge of additional
languages has typically been viewed as either irrelevant or as an impediment to the learning
of English and overall academic achievement. Many students continue to be actively
discouraged from using or maintaining their home languages, hence perpetuating a rapid
heritage language shift and loss in language minority communities.
Many studies have documented the rapid loss of heritage language fluency in the
early years of schooling when these languages are not reinforced within the school contexts,
such as through bilingual or dual language programs (Cummins, 1991; Tse, 2001; Wong
Fillmore, 1991). As a result, heritage language development and maintenance programs are
becoming more prevalent within some communities in after-school, Saturday immersion, or
church/temple programs. Some immigrant parents are choosing to have their children
participate in these activities to help them continue to learn to read and write in their heritage
language while they are also learning English during the day at school. The message to
parents from these programs is that increasing the child’s literacy of their heritage language
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abilities strengthens their English foundation by increasing their ability to transfer language
skills (Cummins, 1981a). In addition, Fishman (2001a) has argued that for these individuals
and communities, it is the historical and personal connection to the heritage language that is
salient and not so much the actual proficiency of individual students.
Heritage Language Loss in Southeast Asian Communities
According to the 2000 United States Census Bureau, a linguistically isolated
household is one in which no member 14 years old and over speaks only English or speaks a
non-English language and speaks English well. In other words, all members 14 years old and
over have at least some difficulty with English. About 35% of Southeast Asians live in
linguistically isolated households.
Academically well-achieving students consistently attribute their success to the
availability of support and positive reinforcement from family members and school personnel
(Um, 2003). Many English Language Learners come from families and households with
severe constraints. As census data indicate, an overwhelming number of first-generation
Southeast Asian refugee parents have little or no formal education, even in their native
language. Others are challenged by their limited English proficiency and understanding of
the American educational system. In addition, the rate of acculturation varies among family
members. As children acquire English through their schooling, they rapidly lose their
primary language; hence, the generational gap widens (Crawford, 1995; Hein, 1995).
Language minority students are so eager to fit in with their peers that they reject their own
cultures. Parents, on the other hand, maintain the primary language, traditional practices, and
cultural values. In sum, language and cultural barriers between English Language Learners
and their parents prevent effective communication in the homes and decrease the positive

19
emotional support needed for academic success. Thus, heritage language and culture
development and maintenance should be the goal of public schools for language minority
students.
Nguyen, Shin, and Krashen’s (2001) investigation of elementary and middle school
Vietnamese students’ heritage language use in the home with parents and siblings and at
school with friends showed that heritage language use is highest with parents (69%), less
with siblings (15%), and lowest with peers (8%). Heritage language competence declines
with age. The clearest evidence for this are studies that test heritage language speakers at
two different points in time and studies that compare heritage language competence with
competence in English. Lee and Zhou (2004) reported on heritage language competence
among Vietnamese background teenagers at age 14 and two years later. Sixty-one percent of
the sample of 363 were either born in the United States or arrived before the age of six. The
decline in self-reported heritage language competence was accompanied by an increase in
reported English competence. The initial survey showed that 41 percent reported speaking
the heritage language very well; however, two years later only 34 percent reported speaking
the heritage language very well. There is no question that the use of the heritage language
declines as second generation students move through school. A number of studies confirm
that by the time second generation heritage language speakers reach high school they are
dominant in English (Garcia & Diaz, 1992; Portes & Rumbaut, 1990; Wong Fillmore, 1991).
Attitudes toward the heritage language are positive in the elementary and middle
school years. Ninety-six percent of elementary and middle school Hmong heritage language
speakers agreed that it is important to maintain the Hmong language and 88% reported that
they would like to learn to read and write Hmong in school (Cho, Shin, & Krashen, 2004).
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Similarly, 80% of elementary and middle school students who spoke Vietnamese as a
heritage language agreed that it is important to speak, read, and write Vietnamese and 67%
affirmed that they would like to study Vietnamese in school (Nguyen, Shin, & Krashen,
2001). Overall, among the second generation, the use of the heritage language and heritage
language competence clearly decline as students get older. Remarkably, however, attitudes
remain positive. It appears that a significant number of heritage language speakers want to
improve or continue to improve their knowledge of the heritage language when they reach
adulthood. Obvious practical reasons for improving one’s heritage language include
bilingual, bicultural, positive ethnic identity, and better employment opportunities and
salaries, but one that appears to be very important to heritage language speakers is improved
relationships with family and extended family members.
While three types of bilingual programs exist in preschool to college for Spanish,
fewer are available in Asian languages. Despite Vietnamese being the second most common
native language of California’s English Language Learners, no two-way bilingual immersion
program exists in the entire state of California for any Southeast Asian languages, including
Vietnamese, Khmer, and Hmong. With very few Asian-language bilingual programs
available, Asian ELLs are forced into English-only classrooms. To make matters worse,
many school administrators, from principals to superintendents, stress English-only teaching
despite the existence of bilingual programs. This may be the result of the English-only
mandated by Proposition 227, inflexible assessment requirements imposed on ELLs, and
urgency to meet Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) standards.
Contrary to stereotypes that cast Asian Americans as model students of academic
achievement, many Southeast Asian American students are struggling, failing, and dropping
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out of schools that ignore their needs (AALDEF, 2008; Yang & Niedzwiecki, 2003). Most
school districts do not provide sufficient services for English Language Learners, especially
those who speak a language other than Spanish. Asian language interpretation and
translation services, bilingual programs, or translated assessments are not available even
though they are essential for the academic achievement of these students. The number of
Southeast Asian students in higher education is significantly low (less than 20%). In
California, where most of the Southeast Asian refugee population is concentrated, 39 percent
of Vietnamese, 67 percent of Cambodian, 68 percent of Laotian, and 74 percent of Hmong
have less than a high school education (Yang & Niedzwiecki, 2003). These statistics reflect
both the historical circumstances surrounding Southeast Asian migration, which involved
post-war imprisonment and decimation of the educated class in Laos, Vietnam, and
Cambodia and the resettlement of these communities in the United States. Faced with
numerous challenges and lacking the necessary resources, including support from teachers,
administrators, parents, and communities, Southeast Asian students continue to drop out or
be “pushed out” of the educational system at the middle and high-school levels, thereby
accounting, in part, for the low representation in higher education. According to a report
prepared by Yang and Niedzwiecki (2003), many Southeast Asian American students feel
that their teachers and peers discriminate against them and assume that they cannot succeed
academically. Because of the model minority myth, these students often lack academic
support from their teachers. Many Cambodian, Laotian, and Vietnamese American students
feel that their teachers consider them incapable of first-rate academic achievement.
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Heritage Language Maintenance Efforts in Southeast Asian Communities
According to Wiley and Valdes (2001), in the United States, heritage language refers
to any ancestral language that may or may not be spoken in the home and the community.
The speakers of the heritage language refer to students who are raised in homes where a nonEnglish language is spoken. These are students who speak or merely understand the heritage
language and who are to some degree bilingual in English and the heritage language. Since
heritage language is the language associated with one’s cultural background, research has
shown that heritage language development can be an important part of identity formation and
can help one retain a strong sense of identity to one’s own ethnic group (Cho, Cho, & Tse,
1997; Feuerverger, 1991). In studies done by Cho, Cho, and Tse (1997), Wright and Taylor
(1995), Yang and Niedwiecki (2003), and Krashen, Tse, and McQuillan (1998), students who
had taken heritage language classes several years were more positive toward their home
language, culture, and family traditions and values than students who did not receive any
instruction in their heritage language.
As language minority students are systematically infused into the mainstream, their
identification with the heritage language and culture is lost and often viewed as continual
choices made by individuals. How individuals view themselves in relation to language is
complex. Walsh (1995) defined language as the central element that affects our selfperceptions. She stated,
Language is a central element of who we are, how we think of ourselves, and how
others see us; it is complexity tied to the history of generations past and the presentday struggles of culture, identity, and communication in homes, communities,
schools, the workplace, and a variety of other social institutions (p. 89).
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Heritage language instruction is a remedy for the present patterns of school failure
among English Language Learners (Wright & Taylor, 1995; Brecht & Ingold, 2002;
Fishman, 2001a). Cummins (1989) and Crawford (1989) suggested that heritage language
instruction actually helps speed up students’ academic progress, and results in better
performance in English in the long run. Furthermore, heritage language instruction has been
shown to have a positive impact on student’s subsequent abilities in the heritage language in
terms of maintenance and enhancement of native language skills (Crawford, 1989).
According to Appel (1988) and Cummins (1989), heritage language instruction improves
academic success through enhancement of a child’s self-esteem. It spares children from
negative self-evaluation and self-image (Wright & Taylor, 1995) and affirms value and status
of the heritage language and those who speak it.
Since the majority of Southeast Asian students do not have the support of their
parents, the schools, or the public in learning their heritage language and culture, many of
them are falling behind academically (Lee, 2002). Having few opportunities for learning
about their heritage language and culture, they have had to acculturate into the mainstream
culture to be accepted by the larger society. Although maintaining the heritage language and
culture has positive effects on their academic achievement and self-concept, Southeast Asian
students are shifting away from using and retaining the heritage language and culture (Lee,
2002). Much of the research available on heritage language and culture maintenance and
loss in Southeast Asian communities are unpublished doctoral dissertations (Dungy, 2005;
Lee, 1999; Lee, 2002; Vang, 1998; Xiong, 2000). Findings from these studies indicate that
heritage language shift and loss in Southeast Asian communities is much more rapid than
suggested by Fishman (1991). However, there are a handful of local agencies, community-

24
based organizations, and non-profit/faith-based groups that are actively advocating and
promoting heritage language and culture maintenance in the Southeast Asian communities.
For example, the Hmong Women’s Heritage Association (HWHA) in Sacramento,
California, has been active in community development and partnerships with local school
districts to support the academic achievement of K-adult Hmong students (SCUSD, 2007).
HWHA partnered with Sacramento City Unified School District (SCUSD) during the 20072008 school year to provide academic mentoring services to Hmong, Mien, and Lao students
at the targeted schools within SCUSD. The Youth Circle Mentoring program was a pilot
program of HWHA’s successful Hmong Women and Hmong Men Circle curriculum that is
dedicated to meeting the needs and celebrating the identities of Hmong teens. The Hmong
Women and Men Circles have been in existence since 2001 and have since served over 150
students in SCUSD and Grant Joint Union High School. The mission of the Youth
Mentoring Circle Program was to provide a supportive environment that would allow
students to engage in personal development activities and discussions, to gain understanding
and appreciation for their respective cultures and their commonalities, and to explore present
issues facing Hmong, Mien, and Lao youth. The ultimate goal was to foster higher selfesteem and interpersonal skills that would assist students to be better students and thus excel
academically. The program also included a Parent Circle in which parents of participants
were invited to go through a shorter version of the program so that they were able to
understand the program and were aware of the issues their children were facing. The purpose
of the mentoring program was to provide opportunities for students to learn about themselves
and learn problem-solving and communication skills. Students also learned about their
culture, history, language, and basic life skills. Four part-time multilingual and multicultural

25
college students representing the student populations, Hmong, Mien, and Lao, were hired to
provide mentoring services.
A Lao Buddhist temple, Wat Lao Saophuth, in south Sacramento founded in 1987 by
a non-profit community-based organization called Lao Buddhist of America, Incorporated,
serves as a community center for Laotians in Sacramento, California (Liemthongsamout &
Sithiphone, 2006). Throughout the years, Laotians in Sacramento attend religious
ceremonies and holiday celebrations. All religious ceremonies and majority of the holiday
celebration activities are conducted in Lao. For instance, attendees at the Lao New Year
celebration typically get to enjoy traditional dance performances, Lao music, and food, as
well as engage in religious ceremonies. Furthermore, the temple provides free heritage
language instruction to students in the elementary grades up to college level. During the
summer months, instruction is provided on Saturdays and Sundays for three hours each day;
however, once school begins, instruction only happens on Sundays. Along with learning the
Lao language, students also receive instruction on the Lao culture, history, and lessons on
traditional dances and musical instruments. Parents who put their children in the program
over the years do so because they desire to have their children learn about the Lao language,
culture, and traditions.
In 1992, in Fresno, California, Cambodian refugee university students refused to give
in to cultural and linguistic disintegration by launching a community-based after school
Khmer language and culture program called Khmer Emerging Education Program (KEEP)
(California Tomorrow, 2003; Olsen et al., 2001). Dungy (2005) conducted a study of KEEP
and found that “the program has turned a dysfunctional, gang-riddled community into one of
the most high-performing and college-bound ethnic groups in Fresno Unified School
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District” (p. 41). KEEP teaches the Khmer language and culture and provides positive
Khmer role models for students to emulate. Classes are held twice a week from 4:30 to 6:30
p.m. at Greenberg Elementary School.
During the first six years, the program operated with donations from parents and the
community and all of the teaching staff were volunteer college students. Sustaining and
developing the program with such budget constraints was not easy, but because of its
effectiveness, it has received funding and continued support from the Fresno Unified School
District, Khmer community, and parents. The program serves approximately 300 K-12
students within the Fresno Unified School District communities. The language instruction is
bilingual and based on student needs in the classroom. Since students can enter KEEP at any
age, the range of students and their language proficiencies is wide. Some Level 1 students
are first graders while others are middle or high school students. A typical student who has
learned enough Khmer to enroll in a Level II class can write full paragraphs, do some
translation, and can read parts of a Cambodian newspaper. Furthermore,
…[teachers], students, parents, community members—all see the program as a place
that embodies a refuge, a sanctuary, and resistance against the destructive patterns
that had begun to overtake their community before KEEP. Especially precious to
parents are newfound relationships with their growing American-born children.
(Olsen et al., 2001, p. 29)
Mayhorn (1989) conducted a study on the attitudes of Vietnamese parents and their
children toward the use of Vietnamese in school and at home and found that most
Vietnamese families send their children to Saturday school to learn Vietnamese and/or
Chinese. In addition, Vietnamese parents are confident that their children will maintain the
heritage language because they will continue to use it in the home. Since many large and
well established Vietnamese communities exist across the United States, Vietnamese
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speakers have more opportunities to interact with native speakers and thus language shift and
loss may be slower.
A national study conducted by the Center for Research on Education, Diversity and
Excellence (CREDE) on school and community partnerships indicated that the effectiveness
of such partnerships depended on the availability of culturally and linguistically appropriate
services (Adger, 2000). For example, one program in San Jose employed Vietnamese
women who had overcome many of the same social and educational challenges as the parents
and children they served. Because they share clients’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds and
understand their experiences in and out of schools, staff was able to develop trusting
relationships with clients that promoted program effectiveness. In addition, most programs
provided academic tutoring in the students’ first languages. Three types of community-based
organizations (CBO) joined with schools to support language minority students: ethnic
organizations, CBOs whose only function is a school partnership, and multi-purpose service
organizations. Most of these CBOs were nonprofit organizations.
The theoretical framework for the study of heritage language maintenance, shift, and
loss among immigrant population has been based for the most part on the work of Fishman
(1964, 1972, 1977, 1991, 2001a). His analyses revealed that once English is learned by
immigrants, especially by young children, there is a rapid shift or loss of the heritage
language. A shift to monolingualism is usually completed by the third generation. However,
these studies also identified factors that seem to contribute to language maintenance. These
identified factors are (a) the numerical strength of people claiming the language as their
mother tongue and (b) the number of institutions that support the language in the community,
such as schools, publications, mass media, church organizations, etc.

28
A review of the limited existing literature on the heritage language loss and
maintenance in the Southeast Asian communities suggests that the Vietnamese and
Cambodian communities in the United States, due to its well established and larger size
community, may be experiencing a slower rate of heritage language shift than the other
Southeast Asian communities such as Laotian, Hmong, and Mien. However, one thing that is
quite evident in the literature is that Southeast Asian communities are not receiving much
support for heritage language maintenance from public educational institutions. The
common means or practice of heritage language and culture preservation is primarily
supported through ethnic-based community organizations and community-school
partnerships.
Laos
Laos is a landlocked country in Southeast Asia. It is situated in the Indochinese
peninsula and bordered by China, Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, and Myanmar. The
Mekong River flows through the country from north to south.
Historical Background
Laos was colonized by the French from 1893 to 1945 and was briefly occupied by the
Japanese towards the end of World War II (Eliot, Bickersteth, & Gilmore, 2002). In 1954,
Laos gained full independence as a constitutional monarchy, but a civil war broke out
between royalists and the communist group, the Pathet Lao. During the Vietnam War, Laos
was heavily bombed by the United States in an attempt to destroy North Vietnamese
sanctuaries and to rupture the supply lines known as the Ho Chi Minh trail. It was estimated
that more bombs were dropped on Laos than were used during World War II (BBC NEWS,
2007). In 1975, the Pathet Lao seized power and renamed their group the Lao People’s
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Front. The Lao People’s Democratic Republic was proclaimed, with the Lao People’s
Revolutionary Party (LPRP) as the only legal political party, and the socialist transformation
of the country’s economy was launched (Savada, 1994). Just four years later, in 1979,
famine and political unrest led hundreds of refugees to Thailand.
Laos Under the Lao People’s Democratic Republic
In 1989, the Lao PDR held its first election since 1975; however, with all candidates
having to be pre-approved by the LPRP, the Communist Party naturally retained power
(Amnesty International USA, 2003). A new constitution of the country was endorsed, and a
security and cooperation pact was signed with Thailand. In 1994, the Thai and Lao
“Friendship Bridge” across the Mekong River opened for business and the market-oriented
reforms took full effect. As the LPRP was celebrating its 25 years of ruling, a series of bomb
blasts hit the capital and authorities blamed anti-communist government groups based abroad
to be responsible for the violent protest (BBC NEWS, 2007). In 2006, more than 400
members of the Hmong ethnic group surrendered to the authorities (Amnesty International
USA, 2007). They are among several groups of Hmong who have been living in the jungle
as fugitives since 1975, when the pro-US government they supported was defeated by the
Communists.
The Lao government launched a New Economic Mechanism in 1986 to bring about
rapid economic reform and to shift from a centrally planned economy to an open-market
oriented system (BBC NEWS, 2007). The economic reform package included measures to
correct macro-economic imbalances, abolish price controls, and liberalize trade by removing
most restrictions on imports, reducing import duties, and abolishing or substantially lowering
export taxes. Laws were modified to encourage private business, banking, insurance, trade
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and foreign investments. Despite these reforms, the Lao PDR is still one of the least
developed country in the world, and the government has set a target to reach out of this status
by the year 2020 (Lateef, 2007).
In 2001, the International Monetary Fund approved a new three-year loan for Laos
worth $40 million (BBC NEWS, 2007). The load was expected to help strengthen
macroeconomic stability and reduce poverty through growth with equality. In addition, the
UN World Food Program (WFP) launched a three-year initiative to feed 70,000
malnourished children in the country. In 2005, the World Bank also approved loans for the
country’s hydroelectric dam project.
Lao People
The Lao people descended from Tai people from what is now southern China and
northern Vietnam beginning approximately three thousand years ago, where many Tai people
remain to this day. The name Lao originated from an ancient people, the Ai Lao—a branch
of the Tai people and one of the groups that settled Southeast Asia (Evans, 1999). Due to
growing tensions of Chinese settlement and Mongol invasions and along with a need for a
more suitable habitat for wet-rice cultivation, the Tai tribes moved further south along the
Mekong river valleys.
Although Lan Xang (also known as the kingdom of million elephants) established in
1354 is usually considered the first Lao kingdom, other kingdoms and principalities in what
is now Laos and Isan flourished before this date (Savada, 1994). The Tai people pushed out
earlier groups of Austronesian and Mon-Khmer people and established their own kingdoms
along the Mekong river. The various Lao kingdoms were closely associated with Lannathai
and even Siam, a legacy depicted in the shared culture. The vast majority of Lao people live
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in Laos (approximately 4 million) and the Isan region of Thailand (approximately 23 million)
(BBC NEWS, 2007). There are also small Lao disapora communities around the world,
particularly the United States, France, Austrialia, and Canada.
Over the years, the Tai intermarried and absorbed many of the other populations who
co-inhabited and/or politically occupied the region, particularly populations of Mon-Khmer
and Chinese descent. This fusion of ethnicity has led to considerable genetic diversity in the
modern Lao people, and has resulted in a Tai population significantly different in culture,
language and physical appearance from the Tai ethnic groups who remained in China
(Savada, 1994).
According to the country’s 1995 Census (BBC NEWS, 2007), there are 48 different
ethnic groups living in Laos. The groups are divided into three broad categories: lowlanders
or Lao loum, Lao theung, which refers to the people who live on the slopes, and Lao soung,
those who live on the mountain tops. A little over 50% of the population is Lao, followed by
Khmu (11%), Phutai (10%), and Hmong (7%). The official language of the country is Lao,
but almost all the ethnic groups have their own language although not always in written form.
Approximately 65% of the population is Buddhist, 33% Animist, and only 1% Christian.
The mainstream perception is “speaking Lao and practicing Theravada Buddhism symbolize
Lao-ness” (Lefferts, 2002, p. 219).
Lao Language
Lao is one of the many Tai languages. The origins of the Tai language can be traced
back the Guangxi-Guizhou-Hunan region in southern China and bordering areas of northern
Vietnam about 2000 years ago (Stuart-Fox, 1996). After the unification of the Lao
principalities in the 14th century, the Lan Xang monarchs commissioned scholars to create a
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new script to write the Lao language. Lao is written using the alphabet that is closely related
to older forms of the Thai alphabet, which are based on the Brahmic scripts from India. There
are 28 vowels and 21 consonant sounds written with 33 consonant symbols (Evans, 1999).
The tonal system in the Lao language varies by regions. For instance, speakers from some
northern areas of Laos have up to eight tones while those from the southern areas may have
as few as five tones. The language has numerous dialects, but they are mutually intelligible.
Although there is no official standard, the Vientiane dialect has become the de facto standard.
The Lao language consists primarily of native Lao words; however, due to the
introduction of Therevada Buddhism, formal writing has a larger amount of foreign lexicon,
especially Pali/Sanskrit and Khmer terms, much like Latin and Greek influence on the
European languages. Although similar to the Thai alphabet, due to various royal decrees
concerning orthographic reforms, the Lao alphabet is much simplified, having fewer letters
and words are spelled according to phonetical principle as opposed to etymological principle.
Traditionally, Lao is not written with spaces between words because spaces are reserved for
ends of clauses or sentences. However, contemporary writing does include punctuation
marks commonly found in French and English.
Due to heavy business trade and exposure to Thai media in Laos, most Lao people
also speak and understand spoken and written Thai. Lao and Thai to the untrained ears may
seem similar; however, they are very different. The main similarity in the two languages is
many of the nouns are the same. However, Isan—the language of the Lao in Thailand, is
mutually intelligible and mostly identical to the Lao spoken in Laos, with minor differences
in tone and vocabulary attributed to the political isolation. For political reasons as opposed to
linguistic reasons, the two are treated as separate languages (Evans, 1998).
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Lao Culture
The culture of the Lao people has been highly influenced by Theravada Buddhism.
This influence is reflected in its language as well as arts, literature, and performing arts. The
recent archaeological discoveries in Cambodia and Vietnam (BBC NEWS, 2007), showed
intact Pali inscriptions as early as the 9th century suggests that Theravada Buddhism may
have been practiced by the Lao people prior to the commonly held notion that King
Photisarath established Theravada Buddhism as the predominant religion of the country in
the 16th century (Stuart-Fox, 1996). Theravada Buddhism is the way of life for majority of
Laotians. This form of Buddhism often incorporates indigenous beliefs such as ancestor
worship and animism. The wat, meaning temple, serves as a symbol of cultural and ethnic
identity as well as a center for traditional ceremonies and festivals. That Luang, a Lao-style
stupa, is the most sacred Buddhist monument in Laos and the location of the national festival
in November.
The Lao people are truly people of the heart. This notion is supported in the
countless Lao expressions that include the word chai, meaning heart. The following are a
few examples:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

to understand is to enter the heart -khao chai
to be glad is to feel good in the heart -di chai
to be angry is to feel bad in the heart -chai hai
to be sorry is to have lost the heart -sia chai
to have empathy is to see the heart-hen chai
to feel upset is to be unhappy in the heart -ouk chai
to be startled is to drop the heart -tok chai
to be generous is to have a large heart -chai kuang
to die is to have your heart torn apart -chai khart

Face is the accumulated personal capital or indebtedness between individuals, and it
is the fundamental feature of Lao culture (Evans, 1999). To lose face or to cause another to
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lose face is dreadful; hence, any form of direct confrontation leading to the appearance of
winners and losers often avoided. This is evident in the preferred and valued communication
style which requires extreme diplomacy, ambiguity, and evasiveness. Discussions are
usually long because there is considerably longer lead-in to the issues. In addition, rather
than confronting a person with an issue or disagreement, Lao people will often approach a
difficulty indirectly through praise, compliments, or by moving to another topic. Body
language tends to be reserved in the Lao culture. There is little eye contact and few
expressive gestures other than the noab—the Lao greeting gesture. For instance, lack of
response can convey disagreement more strongly than words.
The ritual known as the baci soukhouane is the key cultural practice that signifies the
worldview of the Lao people (Evans, 1998; Stuart-Fox, 1996). It is a unique Lao ritual
ceremony of animist origin which predates the arrival of Buddhism in the country. It is a
ceremony for welcoming, farewell, marriage, new birth, honoring achievements, and giving
thanks. Performed by a respected male elder of the community, the baci soukhouane restores
balance and harmony to the individual, family, and community and conveys goodwill and
hospitality. To many Laotians, it is the true marker of the Lao identity because every Lao
person, regardless of gender, will have a baci soukhouane at one point or another in his or
her life. The ritual is to unite and bless the khouane, meaning the soul, with the physical
body. Since the ritual helps to bring about spontaneous memory of long-held traditions and
good omens for the future, the baci soukhouane has become for the Lao people a mechanism
for maintaining cultural and ethnic identity.
In the United States, Lao communities tend to be fragmented and scattered.
Nonetheless, the only unifying force is an adherence to Theravada Buddhism. Buddhist
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temples serve as social, educational, cultural, and religious centers for the Lao people. Lao
refugees came from all walks of life—farmers, Buddhist monks, soldiers, government
officials, members of royalty, doctors, teachers, and merchants. Their adjustments to life in
the United States depend on several factors such as age, Lao and English proficiency,
previous job experiences, and their educational training in the refugee camps as well as the
first couple of years in the United States. Lao households are large and often include three
generations. Lao parents regard education as a means to achieve status and socio-economic
stability and mobility (Liemthongsamout & Sithiphone, 2006).
Critical Theory
The first meaning of the term critical theory was defined by Max Horkheimer of the
Frankfurt School of social science in his 1937 essay Traditional and Critical Theory (Geuss,
1981). Critical theory is a social theory oriented toward critiquing and changing society as a
whole, in contrast to traditional theory oriented only to understanding or explaining it. In the
late 1960s Jürgen Habermas, also of the Frankfurt School, redefined critical theory in a way
that freed it from a direct tie to Marxism (Geuss, 1981). In Habermas's epistemology, critical
knowledge was conceptualized as knowledge that enabled human beings to emancipate
themselves from forms of domination through self-reflection and took psychoanalysis as the
paradigm of critical knowledge. This expanded considerably the scope of what counted as
critical theory within the social sciences. The term critical theory, in the sociological or
philosophical sense, now loosely groups all sorts of work, including that of the postcolonial
theory, performance studies, disability studies, critical race theory, and feminist theory,
which has in common the critique of domination, an emancipatory interest, and the fusion of
sociocultural analysis. Hence, critical theory is complex and multidisciplinary, seeking to
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explain the whole phenomenon of consciousness and to undermine the ways in which
existing consciousness perpetuates existing societies.
Critical Pedagogy
Critical pedagogy has roots in the works of Paulo Freire (1989, 1994, 2001, 2003),
the most celebrated critical educator. In his writing, Freire advocates for students the ability
to think critically about their education and situation. This way of thinking allows them to
recognize connections between their individual problems and experiences and the social
contexts in which they are embedded. Realizing one’s consciousness, which is
“conscientization" (Freire, 2003) is a required first step of "praxis," which is the process of
putting theoretical knowledge into practice. Praxis involves engaging in a cycle of theory,
application, evaluation, reflection, and then back to theory. According to Freire (2001),
freedom will be the result of praxis—informed action—when a balance between theory and
practice is achieved.
Wink (2005) interprets the work of critical theorists in her book titled, Critical
Pedagogy: Notes from the Real World. Her work helps make complex concepts more
accessible for educators in general. Wink (2005) states, “Critical pedagogy is activist in its
questioning of the status quo, in its participatory methods, and in its insistence that
knowledge is not fixed but is constantly changing. The critical teacher activates democratic
potentials in students by posing knowledge and history as unfinished and transformable” (p.
189). Critical pedagogists engage students in the reconstruction of words and thoughts of
others so that they become meaningful in their own life. Below is how Wink (2005) defines
critical pedagogy.
Critical pedagogy forces us to see the broad social, historical, cultural, and political
context of teaching and learning. Critical pedagogy gives us the courage to say what
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we see. Critical pedagogy is grounded in justice, equity, and moral mandates. Critical
pedagogy makes us asks fundamental questions: What is the right thing to do today in
my teaching and learning in this particular context? It is broad as the world and as
deep as our own individual lives. Critical pedagogy makes us look at the world, and
it makes us look at our individual role in the world, the community, the classroom.
Critical pedagogy is like a lens that enables us to see more clearly, more critically,
more keenly. (p. 44)
Critical pedagogy, therefore, is a teaching approach that attempts to help students
question and challenge domination and the beliefs and practices that dominate. In other
words, it is a theory and practice of helping students achieve critical consciousness. Critical
pedagogue Ira Shor (1992) defines critical pedagogy as
habits of thought, reading, writing, and speaking which go beneath surface meaning,
first impressions, dominant myths, official pronouncements, traditional clichés,
…received wisdom, and mere opinions, to understand the deep meaning, root causes,
social context, ideology, and personal consequences of any action, event, object,
process, organization, experience, text, subject matter, policy, mass media, or
discourse. (p. 129)
Empowering Education
Many transformative forms of education or educational programs were introduced
into the public school system at the beginning of the Civil Rights Moment and have
continued into current educational reform period (Ada & Campoy, 2000). These educational
programs were developed and adopted by school districts across America in order to meet the
needs of our exceptionally linguistically and culturally diverse students. The reforms that
educators have advocated took on different names, but are directed toward common practices
and with common goals.
Responding to somewhat different issues in different schools, employing different
conceptual views of school and society, and holding somewhat different visions of the good
society, administrators and educators over the years have adopted and implemented different
educational approaches. These approaches indeed provided certain groups of students with
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better and more equitable education. However, when implemented alone, these educational
practices may not have a powerful effect on social change. Thus, a more comprehensive
educational practice must be looked at and implemented by educators. The next few
paragraphs will briefly outline one comprehensive educational approach. It is called
empowering education, presented by Ira Shor in his book Empowering Education Critical
Teaching for Social Change (1992). According to Shor,
Empowering education is a critical-democratic pedagogy for self and social change.
It is a student-centered program for multicultural democracy in school and society.
To be democratic implies orienting subject matter to student culture—their interests,
needs, speech, and perceptions—while creating a negotiable openness in class where
…the students’ input jointly creates the learning process. Human beings do not
invent themselves in a vacuum, and society cannot be made unless people create it
together. (p. 15)
The goal of this pedagogy is to relate the personal to the public by developing critical
thinking skills, academic knowledge, and habits of inquiry about society, power, inequality,
and change (Freire, 2003). The process of transforming self and society is the function of
empowering education. It approaches learning as an active, cooperative, and social process
because the self and society create each other. Hence, strong teacher leadership and mutual
teacher-student authority ensure a productive and negotiated learning experience. Teachers
practicing empowering education in their classrooms guide students through constructive and
dialogic process to develop their critical thinking skills and working knowledge. In addition,
students are supported and encouraged to develop high expectations for themselves, their
education, and their futures. Most importantly, empowering education nurtures students to
become skilled workers and thinking citizens who are also change agents and social critics.
In other words, empowering education helps to facilitate students’ fight for a quality
life in which all human beings benefit. Empowering education goes beyond the basic skills;
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it educates students to be critical citizens who can think, challenge, take risks, and believe
that their actions will make a difference in the larger society. It achieves its goals by
teaching students to critically appropriate knowledge existing outside their immediate
experiences in order to broaden their understanding of themselves, the world, and the
possibilities for transforming the taken-for-granted assumptions about the way that we live.
In sum, empowering education includes the following values: “participatory, affective,
problem-posing, situated, multicultural, dialogic, desocializing, democratic, researching,
interdisciplinary, and activist” (Shor, 1992, p. 17). These values will be further discussed in
the following section.
Critical Literacy: Language of Empowerment
When one understands the sociopolitical nature and potential of literacy for the
empowerment of individuals and communities subordinated by race, ethnicity, culture,
language, gender, and class, it is apparent that traditional forms of instruction have worked to
maintain literacy deficits and support the differential positioning of students within the
social-structure. Thus, critical literacy is imperative if we are to facilitate empowering
education. The following paragraphs explore these questions: What is critical literacy? How
can it be implemented? What can it offer to the larger society?
What is Critical Literacy?
Critical literacy was first introduced and practiced by the revolutionary Brazilian
literacy teacher, Paulo Freire, as illustrated in his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1989).
His pedagogy involved Brazilian peasants, workers, and students learning to perceive social,
economic, and political contradictions in what they knew and what they were told, and in
turn, learning to take action against the oppressive and dominant elements within those
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contradictory situations. North American advocates of Freire’s work such as Shor (1992,
1999), Walsh (1991), Giroux (1988), McLaren (1992), Roberts (1996), and Ada and Campoy
(2000) have taken up and further developed the key components of critical literacy.
According to Walsh (1991), critical literacy’s pedagogical tenets and theoretical
understanding derive from a view of learners as people who bring to the learning situation
the contexts of lives lived within communities that are positioned by and situated within a
wider social structure. Likewise, literacy, according to Freire (2003), is a political project. It
involves as much theorizing about these lived lives—a reading of the world—as it does the
reading and writing of the words to describe it. Freire (1989) refers to this process of coming
to think critically about the world and the place of people within as conscientization. For
Freire (2003), “learners are social/historical, creative, and transformative beings” (p. 117),
and critical literacy is the process through which these learners can come to critically reflect
on reality and take actions to change oppressive conditions. The ultimate goal of critical
literacy is empowerment and social transformation.
Understanding the function of language is crucial when practicing critical literacy
because language in all its forms and uses can never be a matter of neutral communication of
factual information or fictional truths. All users of language aim to persuade their listeners or
readers, and all texts offer a particular angle on society and human interactions. In effect,
texts suggest that their version of the world is the way things naturally are and properly
should be. But different groups in society have different access to power, status, and wealth.
Thus, the work of critical literacy is centrally concerned with the role of language in
facilitating or hindering the attainment of social justice. It investigates how those forms of
knowledge, and the power they bring, are created in language and taken up by those who use
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such texts. It asks how language might be put to different, more equitable uses, and how
texts might be re-created to tell a different story of other possibilities in a more just world.
How Is Critical Literacy Implemented?
In practice, the role of the teacher facilitating critical literacy instruction is essentially
to bring about the emancipation of the student from uncritical acceptance of texts’
representations of the world and the sense of self they invite readers to take up. The work of
emancipation involves bringing students to an enlightened understanding of the
contextualized nature of the reality they may previously have taken for granted. Essentially,
the task is to alert students to the coercive potential of texts and thereby release them from
such domination.
According to Morgan and Wyatt-Smith (2000), the critical teacher’s authority as
textual analyst depends on his or her expert understanding of ideological and material
workings of the social-political order. Ideally, this understanding is realized in the teacher’s
pedagogical and political praxis within and beyond school. In other words, the teacher’s
active promotion of a more equitable order will in turn expand the life chances of those
currently marginalized. Of course, in their daily lives teachers inhabit a number of issues
whose tensions or contradictions may not be easily resolved. However, such commitment of
ethical practice that is tied to social justice could be manifested in a variety of ways. For
example, “the teacher as master could demonstrate her enlightenment through scrupulous
negotiations with lived forms of cultural difference, through rhetorical display and analytical
acumen in the service of political ends, through pastoral solicitude and solicitation of
students to the teacher’s critical literacy agenda, or though demonstrations of socially just
behavior” (Morgan & Wyatt-Smith, 2000, p. 140).
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Whatever the teaching situation requires, the teacher’s goal is to interrogate the
workings of language in power with the ultimate aim of transforming students and their
understanding of themselves, their worlds and their capacities to act in and on those worlds.
Thus, critical literacy is not merely about equipping students with the knowledge and skills
for technically proficient and rhetorically effective language performance. It is about guiding
students into a new way of seeing through being taught a language as a tool for a new sociopolitical ideological critique and into a new praxis through learning a “language of possibility
and hope for a renew vision of a participatory democratic society” (Shor, 1992, p. 168).
This learning process undoubtedly requires the teacher to deliberately unsettle the
student’s learned certainties about the nature and workings of their familiar social world as
conveyed through hegemonic texts. By adapting a famous expression of Freire about
“reading the world in the word” (Shor & Pari, 1999, p. 121), critical literacy teachers must be
coaching their students in order to acquire words to express their understanding of the world.
As mentioned earlier, this process is captured in Freire’s (2003) term conscientization, which
alludes to a critical consciousness of the world and its structures of oppression. Those who
have developed such awareness are no longer passive recipients of others’ constructions of
reality and their consequences for their lives. They have become active subjects who can
name, and hence, reshape the world. In the process of teaching for such enlightenment, the
teacher monitors the students’ value formation, as evidenced in daily classroom interactions,
and adjusts teaching strategies accordingly (Shor & Pari, 1999).
Students’ lives and their chances are of crucial interest in a critical literacy classroom.
Such students are acknowledged as being heterogeneous according to the interactions of
gender and sexuality, class, race, history and experience, and other aspects of difference.
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These factors determine the direction and strategies of a teacher’s work. Such local
knowledge is crucial if a critical literacy teacher is to work with and across difference. This
is imperative in order “to understand the reasons for one’s partiality and the forms it takes, to
find points of commonality, to negotiate an ethical framework for dialogue, and to enact new
forms of collaboration for a new social—political order” (Shor, 1992, p.129).
As Shor (1992) has emphasized, dialogic and participatory learning can be
understood as terms for those classroom practices that work towards equity. Thus, the critical
literacy classroom is generally understood as a place where dialogue is crucial as students
learn the discourses, concepts, values, and practices of critical literacy. This entails
instruction in the specific tactics of reproducing critical knowledge about texts and forms of
language use, acculturation into the ethics of social justice and mobilization for political
action. Roberts (1996) further explains the value of learning within a participatory
classroom. It is students and teachers who together are in control of and actively engaged in
shaping the pedagogy, in learning about themselves, their realities, and the social world, in
developing collective analyses, and in working towards structural transformation. This
requires a rebalancing of student/teacher relations and an acceptance by teachers that they too
have much to learn. A mutual negotiation of meaning and power is achieved when
recognition of the reciprocity between the knower and the known is established.
What Can Critical Literacy Offer to the Larger Society?
Elaine Gaber-Katz (1996), a feminist educator and critical literacy practitioner, has
explored how critical literacy programs purposefully seek out the voice of those who have
been silenced. In Toronto, Canada’s largest city, a progressive community-based literacy
program started the critical educational process by assisting adults to learn to read and write

44
using the language-experience method. The educational process was furthered when the
program published the autobiographical accounts that the learners created. One particular
example was a story about a woman who had been physically abused by her father. It was
titled, “My Name is Rose.” They published the accounts as a way of generating relevant
educational reading texts for adult new readers and, more significantly, as a form of cultural
expression for people marginalized by poverty. The program used story-telling and storywriting as pedagogical practices of critical literacy. Through critical literacy practice, the
program created the spaces for voices of the others to be heard and officially distributed.
According to Gaber-Katz (1996), the undertaking of a project such as “My Name is
Rose,” stems from a commitment on the part of community-based literacy programs to work
at the level of language, rather than at the level of skill-building. It is also believed that
language is the “real stuff of culture and constitutes both a terrain of domination and field of
possibility” (McLaren, 1992, p. 13). Documenting the lived experiences and stories of
learners is an appropriate and effective way of presenting alternative and contesting cultural
norms that may eventually enter into the public realm. Critical literacy practice rejects
theories that present language solely as a neutral vehicle for communicating ideas; language
has a role in both creating and excluding ideas. Language does more than establish and
maintain relationships; language has a role in forming how people are within the world.
Given that not all languages or variations of languages have the same power or status in
communities, it is also believed that language plays a crucial role within communities by
reinforcing who has power, and who is struggling for more power. Language affects
everything we are and all we say. Its power is everywhere; it affects all aspects of our
personal and social lives. Hence, the Toronto community-based literacy program is an
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example of critical literacy in action. By working with the language of the learners and using
stories of their lives, critical literacy practitioners are exploring the fundamental questions of
who people are, how they have been formed, and who they are to become. Clearly, this
indicates potential for more than if literacy were to be interpreted only as a technical skill,
and far more than if literacy were to be solely a way of defining what a person does not
know.
The message in Rose’s story, and in other stories like hers, should be taken as the
starting point because they are written in words that are familiar to learners and they are
embedded with meaning (Cantrell, 1998; Ada & Campoy, 2000; Freire, 2003). This is a
holistic way of beginning the learning process and should be preferred over starting with
parts of the language, such as the letters of the alphabet and phonetic sounds, which contain
no meaning whatsoever. It is understood that the messages in the learners’ stories reflect the
values, life experiences, and culture of the learners more accurately than do skill-building
exercises and commercial stories. Beginning with the learners’ stories facilitates and
enriches the learning process. Starting with their own words and from their own strengths
better enables students to learn subsequently the structure of the written language and the
technical skills of decoding.
When the language-experience approach is expanded to encompass publishing and
the story takes the form of a book, it is anticipated that the self-confidence of learners will
increase and their self-concept will become enhanced as they begin to view themselves in
new ways—as readers, authors, and spokespeople (Cantrell, 1998; Ada & Campoy, 2000).
When learners tell and write their stories, such as Rose did, it is hoped that they will come to
know and understand themselves better and to reject the prior messages of shame and guilt.
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It is also hoped that learners will find a new role for language in their lives, which is a
vehicle to accurately and powerfully express their feelings, thoughts, and desires.
By practicing critical literacy, students begin to ask: “To which histories did we have
access and to which did we not, and secondly, what was considered important for us to learn
in school and what was not considered important?” (Gaber-Katz, 1996, p. 56). Thus, if one
wants to find out more about women who have been sterilized, or who have been labeled as
intellectually handicapped, illiterate, or welfare recipients, one speaks to these women
directly. They are the experts in their own lives; they know how things ought to be changed.
Stories of poor people, women, people of color, people with disabilities are treasures lacking
in our society when compared to literature on and authored by White males. In the voices of
marginalized people in our society, these published stories, like other cultural products are
distributed in the larger community. In order to have a social effect, a discourse must at least
be in circulation. Story has both potential and merit as method and occupies a central role in
critical literacy practice.
Experience takes into account our encounters with events, social practices, choices,
and accidents of history. Reading about racism and oppression is not the same thing as living
as their victim. Crucial to the development of contextual and critical knowledge is affirming
the experiences of students to the extent that their voices are acknowledged as an important
part of the dialogue (Cantrell, 1998; McLaren, 1992). But affirming students’ voices does
not necessarily mean that educators should take at face value the meanings that students give
to their experiences. The task of the critical-democratic educator is to enable individuals to
acquire a language through which to reflect upon and shape their experiences and in certain
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instances transform such experiences in the interest of social responsibility (McLaren, 1992;
Shor, 1992; Shor & Pari, 1999).
According to Freire (1989), knowing is “action-reflexive” (p. 134). It entails an
active transformation on and through the world, not an accommodation to it. Dialogical
knowing always views an individual or group’s existential predicament in relation to a
sociopolitical context. Critical reflection—what Freire (1989) calls “critical transitivity” is a
form of social empowerment (p. 138). Accordingly, critical dialogue is a process of situated
pedagogy—of collaborative discourse in which thought and action combine to dismantle the
structures that support oppression (Shor, 1992). In this way students can share in the critical
transformation of themselves and society. McLaren (1992) further suggested that selftransformation cannot occur without the transformation of social structures, which in turn
require that individuals both understand and work against their personal “co-articulation”
with systems of repression (p. 27).
As reported by Cantrell (1998), Kentucky’s sweeping educational reforms have
shifted literacy instruction from traditional to meaning-centered approaches. She described
the everyday literacy instruction of four teachers who successfully implemented reform
practices. Scores on the reading and writing measures indicated higher achievement for
students in meaning-centered classrooms compared with those in skills-based classrooms.
Significant differences in the groups’ (meaning-center vs. skills-based) reading performance
were evident in the areas of comprehension and fluency. Significant differences in the
groups’ writing achievement were apparent in the content of students’ writing as well as
students’ use of language mechanics. The students’ scores on the Stanford-9 standardized
test were compared to national norms to help ascertain achievement on a national level. The
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group of students who received meaning-centered instruction scored between 50th to 76th
percentile on the national norms tables in reading comprehension, spelling, and language,
whereas the group of student taught by skills-based program scored below the 50th percentile.
It has been illustrated with studies discussed previously that we are what we say and
do. The way we speak and are spoken to help shape us into the people we become. Through
speech and other actions, we build ourselves in a world that is building us. We can remake
society and ourselves if we choose, through alternative words and dissident projects. This is
where critical literacy begins—“words that question a world not yet finished or humane”
(Shor & Pari, 1999, p. 160). Critical literacy thus challenges the status quo in an effort to
discover alternative paths for social and self-development. This kind of literacy—“words
rethinking worlds, self dissenting in society”—connects the political and the personal, the
public and the private, the global and the local, the economic and the pedagogical, for
reinventing our lives and promoting justice in place of inequity (Freire, 1989, p. 174).
Critical literacy, then, is an attitude toward history that sees language as symbolic action.
Through critical literacy practice we are empowered to dream and create new society against
the power now in power. Hence, critical literacy is pedagogy for those teacher-researchers
and students, like myself, who are morally disturbed by the “savage inequalities and for those
who wish to act against the violence of imposed hierarchy, restrictedness, and forced hunger”
(Freire, 1989, p. 175).
Summary
On many of our nation’s campuses, Asian Americans are leading the way in higher
education; however, this profile of academic success is misleading. Disparity among Asian
American groups is striking when data on academic achievement is further disaggregated to
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ethnic specificity. Data presented in this literature review indicates that the majority of ELLs
from Southeast Asian background are experiencing severe academic, social, and economical
challenges largely due to inequitable education. The lack of bilingual education and heritage
language instruction programs for these populations is resulting in detrimental effects on the
Southeast Asian communities and our society at large. The rapid heritage language loss
among 1.5 and second generation Southeast Asian Americans causes rippling negative
consequences.
The major negative consequences of heritage loss include (a) eroding family
relationships, (b) poor self-image and cultural identity, (c) compromised school relationships,
and (d) poor school performance. According to Wong Fillmore (1991), “What is lost is not
less than the means by which parents socialize their children. When parents are unable to
talk to their children, they cannot easily convey to them their values, beliefs, understandings,
or wisdom about how to cope with their experiences” (p. 343). Negative self-image and
contradictory ethnic identity are also serious by-products of heritage language loss. Some
students blame themselves for their heritage language loss. At times they feel inferior,
unintelligent, and ashamed of their own culture and heritage language.
Given that nearly one in five people in the United States speaks a language other than
English, by not teaching more of the languages spoken in this country in our schools,
whether as heritage languages or community languages, or as foreign languages, we are
squandering away a national resource. There is also a critical need for more advocacies for
the teaching of less commonly taught languages as well as a better understanding of their
sociolinguistic contexts, and for closer partnerships among universities, K-12 schools, and
local communities in promoting the teaching of community-based languages. We are
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currently faced with the bizarre scenario of schools successfully transforming language
minority students, who are fluent speakers of other languages, into monolingual English
speakers while struggling unsuccessfully to transform English monolingual students into
foreign language speakers.
In order to truly meet the needs of Southeast Asian students and all ELLs in general,
educational policies must acknowledge the disparities among individual ethnic and language
groups in the context of the local enclaves in which they reside. Providing Southeast Asian
students with targeted language services is the best way to ensure their academic
achievement. As Congress considers the reauthorization of the No Child Left Behind Act
and other education reforms in 2009, legislators, policy makers, and policy advocates must
take into account the needs of Southeast Asian American students, an often neglected group.
As Ruiz (1984) suggested, we need to operate from the standpoint of looking at language as a
resource not only for those who speak it, but also for society in general. Through this
perspective bilingualism is seen as individual and collective asset. Linguistic resources
should be developed, managed, and conserved in the same manner as other human resources.
The areas of utility of a nation’s linguistic resources include diplomatic or commercial
foreign services, educational and personal value, and military preparedness and national
security. In addition, viewing language as right and language as resource assumes that
communities have the right to language maintenance across all spheres of social life. In
regards to providing more equitable educational opportunities for ELL students, this, and
nothing less, should be the law and the goal of the U.S. educational system.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Restatement of the Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to explore the issues surrounding heritage language
maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly among second generation Lao
American high school and college students. Its focus was to capture Lao American students’
critical reflections on the role of their heritage language in relation to their self-concept,
academic performance, and communication in their homes, schools, and communities. In
addition, it was to provide an opportunity for students to offer recommendations on how their
families, schools, and communities can help them maintain their heritage language. The
overarching research question was “What are Lao American students’ perceptions of their
heritage language maintenance and loss?”
Research Design
This qualitative study utilized the participatory research method to explore the issues
surrounding heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly
among second generation Lao American students. According to the advocacy participatory
school of thought, “Inquiry needs to be intertwined with politics and political action agenda
for reform that may change the lives of the participants, the institutions in which the
individuals work or live, and the researcher’s life.” (Creswell, 2003, pp. 9-10)
This advocacy means that the research provides a voice for the participants, raises
their consciousness, and advances an agenda for change to improve their lives. The
participatory research method was selected for this study due to its potential to enable the
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researcher and participants, who are actually co-researchers, to critically reflect on their
realities and, hence, facilitate the creation of new knowledge.
In addition, photovoice, as described by Wang and Burris (1997), which produces
photographs generated by the co-researchers to help answer the research questions through
images, was used as a data collection strategy to add an additional dimension to the
researcher and co-researchers’ opportunity to name their world. Freire (1989) illustrated that
visual images can serve as a means of enabling ordinary people to think critically about their
community as they begin to discuss the everyday social and political forces that influence
their lives. Freire (2003) used line drawings or photographs that represented significant
realities or coded situation-problems. Visual images, Freire suggested, can stir up a group to
analyze critically many social relations and conditions within their own community.
Photographs may fuel critical consciousness and collective action by making a political
statement about the reality of peoples’ lives. Photovoice takes this a step further in that the
community produces the images (Wang, Burris & Ping, 1996).
Participatory Research
The work of Maguire (1987) and Hall (1994) provides detailed description of
participatory research. According to Maguire and Hall, participatory research has three main
components: investigation, education, and action. Maguire explained that:
It is a method of social investigation of problems involving participation of oppressed
and ordinary people in problem posing and solving. It is an educational process for
the researcher and participants, who analyze the structural causes of named problems
through collective discussions and interactions. Finally, it is also a way for
researchers and participants to join in solidarity to take collective action, both short
and long term, for radical social change. (p. 30)
Participatory research is a social action process which is based in favor of the
dominated groups. It embraces collective empowerment and the deepening of social

53
knowledge. Central to participatory research is the concern with power and democracy and
their intersection. In addition, attention to gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, physical
and mental abilities, and other social factors are critical in participatory research. Hall (1994)
identifies the goal of participatory research as the process which
joins people together for radical social change; enables oppressed groups to acquire
leverage for action; presents people as researchers in pursuit of answers to questions
of daily struggle and survival; breaks down the distinction between the researchers
and the researched; acts as a flow-through mechanism between indigenous and
western science; and returns to the people the legitimacy of the knowledge they are
capable of producing. (p. 3)
Hence, participatory research fundamentally is about who has the right to speak, to
analyze and to act because “knowledge is power only for those who can use it to change their
conditions” (Shor, 1992, p. 6). It is a process which supports the voices from the margins in
speaking, analyzing, building alliances and taking actions. Participatory research is intended
to contribute to processes of shifting power or democratizing a variety of contexts by
conducting research with a community rather than on a community. Hall (1994) stated that
participatory research is different from traditional research because higher value is placed on
the generation of new ideas and strategies, and on the actions taken by a community, rather
than on the documentation of a community’s condition. “The research process is ongoing
and includes simultaneously collecting data, reflecting upon the data, and organizing actions
to deal with perceived community problems.” (p. 18)
Dialogues
According to Freire (2003), “Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also
capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue there is no communication, and
without communication there can be no true education” (pp. 92-93). In critical pedagogy and
participatory research, dialogue is central to the process. Dialogue is the vehicle for
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education for critical consciousness. Finkel (2000) stated, “Teaching with your mouth shut
does not entail teacher passivity; [rather,] it requires different kinds of activities from
teachers” (p. 17). These activities include structuring inquiry-centered teaching which takes
seriously the most plaguing question a student can put to a teacher: Why do I need to learn it?
Most students don’t voice this question, but many wish they could, and every student has the
right to wonder: Why should I devote my precious time to learning your subject?
Wink (2005), interpreting the work of Freire (2003), described dialogue as
a change-agent chatter. Dialogue is talk that changes us or our context. Dialogue is
profound, wise, insightful conversation. Dialogue is two-way, interactive visiting.
Dialogue involves periods of lots of noise as people share and lots of silence as
people muse. Dialogue is communication that creates and recreates multiple
understandings. It moves its participants along the learning curve to that
uncomfortable place of relearning and unlearning. It can move people to wonderful
new levels of knowledge; it can transform relations; it can change things. (p. 48)
If we believe that people learn only by thinking for themselves and negotiating meaning with
others, then the teacher’s task is to set up conditions that provoke thinking and dialogues.
This is because “knowledge is not extended from those who consider that they know to those
who consider that they do not know,” but rather it is co-constructed and negotiated in
dialogues (Freire, 2003, p. 109).
Photovoice
Photovoice was developed in 1992 by Caroline C. Wang of the University of
Michigan, and Mary Ann Burris of the University of London (Wang, Burris, & Ping, 1996).
Wang and Burris created what is now known as "photovoice" as a way to enable rural
women of the Yunnan Province of China, to influence the policies and programs that affected
them. It has since been used among community health workers, teachers, and researchers on
topics, such as healthcare, the homeless, and youth violence around the world. By
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stimulating critical dialogues of the issues raised in the photographs, photovoice participants
generate awareness not just of problems or concerns but also of potential solutions and areas
of strength with respect to their lives and communities. The images and stories can be shared
with an audience in numerous ways, including presentations, exhibits, books, videos,
CDROM, and on the Internet.
Photovoice is a data collection strategy of the participatory research method that
facilitates contextual understanding and "gives voice" to people, communities, and issues
often ignored by mainstream society. The strategy is rooted in the work of Paulo Freire's
(1989, 1994, 2001, 2003) which is related to the concepts of critical consciousness, feminist
theory and empowerment. It involves participants in taking pictures, telling stories, and
influencing policy. Wang and Burris (1997) define photovoice as "a process by which
people can identify, represent, and enhance their community through a specific photographic
technique" (p. 369). According to Wang and Burris, there are three main goals to
photovoice: (1) to empower people to document the strengths and weaknesses of their
community by photographing daily life; (2) to facilitate communication and dialogue in large
and small groups to identify important community issues; and (3) to appeal to policymakers
and other people of influence in the interest of change. Thus, photovoice in theory and
practice is participatory, contextually and culturally-anchored, and oriented toward the
liberation of oppressed groups.
Since the focus of this study was to explore Lao American students’ critical
reflections on the role of their heritage language loss and maintenance in relation to their
self-concept, academic performance, and communication in the homes, schools, and
communities, the participatory research method in combination with the photovoice strategy
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was effective in capturing these perceptions. The dialogic process enhanced by photographs
provided the researcher and co-researchers opportunities to reflect deeply on their
experiences, which, in turn, took them to a new level of understanding and empowerment.
Research Setting
The research was conducted in Sacramento, California, which was home to
approximately 10,000 Laotians (California Department of Education Census, 2000) making it
the largest Lao community in the United States. The Lao community in Sacramento was
geographically divided into two communities: north Sacramento and south Sacramento.
These communities were comparable in population; however, Sacramento City Unified
School District in south Sacramento had more K-12 Lao students (330 students) than Twin
Rivers Unified School District in north Sacramento (182 students). In general, the Lao
community in south Sacramento was highly scattered, with only a few densely populated
neighborhoods, while the north Sacramento community continued to be more concentrated.
However, pockets within both the north and south Sacramento communities had a high
concentration of families on public assistance. Typical of high poverty communities in the
United States, these neighborhoods also experienced high rates of drug and gang activities,
violence, and low academic achievement.
Two Lao Buddhist temples in Sacramento served as community centers for religious
and cultural ceremonies and celebrations: Wat Lao Saophuth in south Sacramento and Wat
Lao Phosiesatthanak in north Sacramento. One Lao church was located in east Sacramento
called Lao Fellowship Alliance Church. Also, a handful of Lao own local businesses, such
as restaurants, grocery stores, video rentals, small auto shops, and law offices, which
provided culturally and linguistically responsive services. The majority of these businesses
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were located in south Sacramento. Since this study aimed to capture Lao American students’
critical reflections of heritage language maintenance and loss in the greater Sacramento area,
the research sites or where the co-researchers took pictures, included the local Buddhist
temples, students’ homes, schools, and local stores. All dialogues took place at the
researcher’s house in Elk Grove, California, which is considered South Sacramento.
Research Participants
Participants in this study, called co-researchers, were second generation Lao
American high school and college students in the greater Sacramento County. A total of six
co-researchers (3 males and 3 females) were selected to participate in critical dialogues on
issues of heritage language loss and maintenance in relation to their self-concept, academic
performance, and communication in their homes, schools, and communities. Of the six coresearchers, four were high school and two were college students. In order to ensure that
multiple perspectives were collected, the co-researchers were selected using purposeful
criteria which included: (a) Lao ethnicity, (b) second generation Lao Americans, meaning
Laotians born in the United States of America, (c) high school or college/university students,
and (d) residents of the greater Sacramento area. The researcher also strategically recruited
students from the north, south, and east Sacramento communities, as well as students who
had participated in heritage language instruction and those who had not. In addition to
controlling for gender bias, an equal number of male and female co-researchers were selected
from families of different socioeconomic status.
As an active leader in the Lao community for over 10 years, the researcher had
engaged in numerous community projects and served as a language and cultural broker for
Lao students and their parents on a regular basis. As a result, she had established positive
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relationships and networks in the community, which helped greatly in obtaining access to
participants. A Participatory Research Flyer (Appendix A) was posted and personally
distributed to Lao students and parents at the following Lao community centers: 1) Wat Lao
Saophuth, a Buddhist temple in south Sacramento, 2) Wat Lao Phosiesatthanak, a Buddhist
temple in north Sacramento, and 3) Lao Fellowship Alliance Church located in east
Sacramento. In addition, the same research flyer was posted online at www.laotianlife.com.
Researcher’s Entry into the Community
The researcher petitioned to the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of
Human Subjects (IRBPHS) at the University of San Francisco for permission to conduct the
study with Lao American students in the greater Sacramento County. After the IRBPHS
approval had been granted (Appendix B), the researcher contacted Lao American students
and their parents in Sacramento via distribution of research flyers at the Lao temples,
churches, and local businesses. The same research flyer was posted online at
www.laotianlife.com. The researcher also called and visited the homes of students that she
knew from their interactions in the community and felt that they would be interested in
participating in the research. Interested participants were contacted via a phone call from the
researcher inviting them and their parents to attend an informational meeting at the
researcher’s house. A total of four parents and twelve students attended the informational
meeting, which lasted for 1.5 hour.
At the informational meeting, the researcher explained in English and Lao the
purpose of the study, shared the research questions, and described the participatory research
method and photovoice strategy. Students and parents asked a lot of questions about the
research and how it was going to benefit them and the community. Interested participants
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and their parents received an informational packet, which consisted of the following items:
(a) Consent Cover Letter (Appendix C); (b) Informed Consent Form (Appendix D);
(c) Parental Consent Form (Appendix E); (d) Questionnaire (Appendix F); (e) Researcher
Subjects Bill of Rights (Appendix G); (e) Research Questions and Questions to Guide the
Pre-Photo Dialogues (Appendix H); (f) Photovoice Instruction (Appendix I);
(g) Acknowledge and Release Form (Appendix J); (h) Identity Form (Appendix K); and
(i) Final Photovoice Release Form (Appendix L). Of the twelve students that attended the
meeting, eight agreed to participate in the study. In order to identify six co-researchers, the
researcher conducted a random drawing of six names from a hat.
Data Collection Procedures
A total of six co-researchers, 3 males and 3 females, were selected to participate in
the study. The data collection procedures for this study involved the co-researchers taking
photographs of images, activities, and/or artifacts in their daily lives and engaging in seven
group dialogues about heritage language maintenance and loss. The researcher and coresearchers engaged in dialogues following the phases of critical reflective dialogue outlined
by Ada and Campoy (2000). The critical reflective dialogue was facilitated by the researcher
using guiding questions that were separated into four phases. The phases were (a)
descriptive, (b) personal interpretive, (c) critical or multicultural, and (d) transformative (Ada
& Campoy, 2000). The descriptive phase of the dialogue consisted of questions to assess the
participants’ overall comprehension of the concepts being studied, such as heritage language,
self-concept, and academic performance. The personal interpretative phase included
questions that allowed participants to share personal experiences, feelings, and emotions in
relation to the concepts being studied. During the critical or multicultural phase, participants
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were challenged to critically reflect upon their realities and ways of knowing and name their
obstacles and hardships. Lastly, during the transformative phase, participants were invited to
think critically and creatively of solutions and/or actions to change the undesired situations or
conditions that have been identified or arrived at as a result of the dialogues.
Since there were three research questions, the co-researchers and researcher engaged
in three pre-photo group dialogues, three post-photo group dialogues, three culminating
group dialogues, and one final reflection group dialogue. The researcher moved each
dialogue along by observing the critical reflective phases outlined by Ada and Campoy
(2000). These dialogues lasted between 0.75 to 2.0 hours long and were tape recorded.
During each dialogue, in order to establish group identity and build relationship among the
co-researchers and researcher, the researcher provided light refreshments and engaged the coresearchers in ice breaker activities such as bingo, matching games, and people hunt.
Questions That Guided the Pre-Photo Dialogue
The following open-ended questions were used to guide the pre-photo dialogue:
Research Question 1: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their heritage
language in relation to their self-concept and academic performance?
A. What label do you use to describe your cultural background/ethnic identity?
B. What instruction have you received or are you receiving on the Lao language?
C. How would you describe your Lao language learning experiences in the past and
present classrooms/programs? Please explain.
D. Is the Lao language important to you? If not, why not? If yes, in what ways?
E. Would you like to maintain your heritage language? If not, why not? If yes,
why?
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F. What are the challenges as a Lao American student?
G. What are the advantages as a Lao American student?
H. What does academic success mean to you?
I. How would you describe a successful student?
J. Do you consider yourself a successful student? Why or why not?
K. How proficient are you in the Lao language? Speaking? Reading? Writing?
L. Is proficiency in the Lao language helpful in your schooling? In what ways?
M. Is being bilingual in Lao and English important and/or beneficial to you? If so, in
what ways? If not, why not?
Research Question 2: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their heritage
language in relation to their communication in their homes, schools, and communities?
A. How has your level of proficiency in the Lao language affected your
communication with your parents? Other family members? Friends and teachers
at school? People in the Lao community and mainstream community?
B. When/how often and with whom do you use the Lao language?
C. How are your parents involved in your education?
D. What topics do you discuss with your parents and siblings?
Research Question 3: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on what their families,
schools, and communities can do to help them maintain their heritage language?
A. Do your parents and siblings help you to learn or maintain the Lao language?
How?
B. Do your parents and siblings contribute enough to help you to be proficient in the
Lao language? How?
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C. What else do you think your parents and siblings can do to help you to learn how
to speak, read, and write and maintain the Lao language?
D. How do the Lao community and your school help you to learn/maintain the Lao
language?
E. What else do you think the Lao community and your school can do to help you to
learn and use the Lao language?
F. What do you think the mainstream community can do to help you to learn and
maintain the Lao language?
The following activities took place for each research question:
I.

Pre-Photo Group Dialogue

At the first pre-photo group dialogue, the researcher reviewed the background of the
study and introduced the overarching research question to the co-researchers. With
the purpose of developing a clear understanding and ownership of the research study,
the co-researchers were invited to ask questions of the researcher and about the study.
Then, the first research question was collectively discussed and a list of possible
images to photograph was brainstormed. All of the co-researchers decided to use
their own digital cameras. The Acknowledge and Release Form (Appendix J) was
carefully reviewed and explained to the co-researchers that they must use in order to
photograph people. The co-researchers were given one to two weeks to take
photographs before meeting for a post-photo group dialogue. The same process was
followed for the second and third pre-photo group dialogues with the exception of
going over the logistics of the study in depth.
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II.

Post-Photo Group Dialogue

During each post-photo group dialogue, the researcher engaged the co-researchers in
selecting photographs for the dialogues. Each co-researcher was asked to select no
more than three photographs for each research question. Once each co-researcher
selected his or her photographs, he or she spoke about each photograph according to
the following questions adapted from Spears (1999):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Describe your picture.
What is happening in your picture?
Why did you take a picture of this?
What does this picture tell us about your life and/or understanding?
How can this picture provide opportunities for us to improve life with regard
to Lao heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao community?

III.

Culminating Group Dialogue

Data from each research question’s pre-photo and post-photo group dialogues were
then presented to the co-researchers at the culminating dialogues. The co-researchers
collectively reviewed the data, made revisions, identified emerging themes, and
decided on photographs to be included in their final answers to each research
question.
IV.

Final Reflection Group Dialogue

At the final reflection dialogue, the co-researchers were presented with their revised
answers to all three research questions. They were then given one last opportunity to
make additions, deletions, and revisions. They were also asked to reflect on their
overall experience in the research process. Finally, the co-researchers engaged in
brainstorming and identifying the audience and ways that they wanted to share the
research findings with their audience.
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Throughout the study, the co-researchers were provided opportunities to review all
transcriptions of the group dialogues and make revisions. Data collected during the
research process included the audio recordings of all the dialogues, the photographs taken by
the co-researchers, and the researcher’s detailed records of the co-researchers’ facial
expressions and physical gestures and reflective journal entries after each dialogue. Table 1
below provides the dates and durations of the seven dialogues that took place.
Table 1
Dialogues
Dates
Sunday, April 4, 2009
Sunday, April 12, 2009
Sunday, April 12, 2009
Sunday, April 19, 2009
Sunday, April 19, 2009
Sunday, May 3, 2009
Sunday, May 3, 2009
Sunday, May 17, 2009
Sunday, May 24, 2009
Sunday, May 31, 2009

Research Questions
(RQ)
RQ #1
RQ #1
RQ #2
RQ #1
RQ #2
RQ #2
RQ #3
RQ #3
RQ #3
Research Reflection

Types of Dialogues
Pre-Photo Dialogue
Post-Photo Dialogue
Pre-Photo Dialogue
Culminating Dialogue
Post-Photo Dialogue
Culminating Dialogue
Pre-Photo Dialogue
Post-Photo Dialogue
Culminating Dialogue
Final Reflection Dialogue

Times
2 hours
1.5 hour
2 hours
0.75 hour
2 hours
1 hour
2 hours
2 hours
1.5 hours
2 hours

Data Analysis Procedures
As stated above, for each research question, the researcher engaged the six coresearchers in three types of dialogues: pre-photo, post-photo, and culminating. Each
research question was discussed during the pre-photo dialogue, and the co-researchers were
given one to two weeks to photograph images of people, places, artifacts, and events that
they felt helped answer the research question. During each research question’s post-photo
dialogue, the co-researchers were collectively engaged in reviewing the pre-photo dialogue
transcripts for accuracy and emerging themes. The co-researchers were then asked to select
photographs that they felt aligned with and supported the emerging themes. Finally, the co-
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researchers individually spoke about each of his/her selected photographs. The group
consensus on the answers and photographs for each research question was reached during the
culminating dialogue, in which the co-researchers, again, collectively reviewed the postphoto dialogue transcripts, along with selected photographs for each research question.
The following six steps of data analysis outlined by Creswell (2003) were observed
by the researcher during her examination of raw data and engagement in the dialogues with
the co-researchers:
(a) Prepare and Organize Data for Analysis
After each dialogue session, the researcher recorded in her journal the interactions
among the co-researchers, her overall impression of each co-researcher’s level of
engagement in the dialogue, the co-researchers’ specific actions, such as facial
expressions and gestures, and her personal reflections of the process and content of
the dialogue. In preparing the data for analysis, the researcher listened to the
recording to get a general sense of the content and then listened to the recording again
to transcribe the dialogue verbatim. For the post-photo dialogues, the researcher
merged the photographs onto their corresponding transcriptions. Each dialogue
transcription was printed and placed in its own filing folder.
(b) Read through all Data for Overall Meaning
The researcher read through each dialogue transcription at least twice to get a general
sense of the information and gain an overall meaning of the content.
(c) Code Data
After reading each transcript for an overall meaning, the researcher re-read it with
highlighting and writing utensils in hand. The third reading of each transcript was
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done slowly and carefully. The focus was to mark or highlight in different colors the
concepts and or emerging themes. The researcher coded the data using hard copies
and then transferred the marks and notations onto the electronic files.
(d) Generate Themes or Categories Based on Coding
Based on the coded data, the researcher thought of possible themes or categories and
organized the coded data into a chart, which was then shared with the co-researchers
during the culminating dialogue. The co-researchers were given the opportunity to
give feedback and revise the themes.
(e) Determine Presentation Format of Findings
The researcher organized the findings according to each research questions and
created a PowerPoint presentation. At each culminating dialogue, the co-researchers
viewed the PowerPoint presentation and gave feedback, as well as recommendations
for revisions.
(f) Interpret Data
Prior to interpreting the data, the researcher reviewed the theoretical framework for
this research study, which were Fishman’s (1964, 1972, 1977, 1991) concept of
heritage language shift among immigrant population and Freire’s (1989, 1994, 2001,
2003) pedagogy of education for critical consciousness, and relevant literature on
bilingual education and heritage language maintenance and loss in language minority
communities. The researcher then thoroughly examined coded data, PowerPoint
presentation of findings, feedback from the co-researchers, and her own reflective
journal entries in relation similar concepts and/or themes identified in the literature.
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The researcher typed up her interpretations of collected data in narrative format and
shared it with the co-researcher during the final reflection dialogue.
To check for accuracy of the findings, triangulation of data was achieved by examining the
transcriptions from all dialogues against the co-researchers’ selected photographs to represent
their critical reflections on heritage language maintenance and loss. In addition, both the
researcher and co-researchers were engaged in on-going critical analysis of transcriptions and
selected photographs throughout the data collection process.
Protection of Participants
An application for permission to conduct the research was submitted to the University
of San Francisco Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
(IRBPHS). Prospective co-researchers were not contacted to participate in the research prior
to the researcher receiving approval from the IRBPHS. The researcher also received parental
consent for co-researchers under 18 years of age. Since some Lao parents did not understand
English very well and also did not read Lao, the researcher orally explained the research
project and interpreted the Parental Consent Form (Appendix D) for them. Verbatim
transcriptions and written interpretations and reports were made available to the coresearchers throughout the study. The co-researchers’ rights, interests, and wishes were
always considered first. All six co-researchers signed agreed to sign the Identity Form
(Appendix K) and Final Photovoice Released Form (Appendix L), which allowed their
photographs and legal names to be used in this dissertation.
Background of Researcher
The researcher is a first generation Lao American woman in her mid-30s. As a result
of the Vietnam War and the communist ruling in Laos, her family escaped from Laos to
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Thailand in 1982 where they spent three years in refugee camps in Thailand and the
Philippines. Her family arrived to the United States in 1984 and settled in south Sacramento
where she continues to reside. Her parents are leaders in the Lao community in Sacramento;
they founded a Buddhist temple—Wat Lao Saophut—currently serving as a community
cultural and religious center. Since 1997, during the weekends, she volunteers to teach the
Lao language, culture, and traditional dances to Lao students in grades kindergarten through
college. She is trilingual in Lao, Thia, and English.
The researcher was the first college graduate in her family. She received her B.A. in
Liberal Studies, a Multiple Subject Teaching Credential, and an M.A. in Multicultural
Education from California State University Sacramento. She began her teaching career with
the Sacramento City Unified School District in 1994 as a Bilingual Instructional Assistant.
She taught elementary grades at Title I schools for seven years and served as a Bilingual
Resource Teacher for another year. She later became the district’s ELD Training Specialist
and currently serves as a School Improvement Coordinator. In 2006, she founded the Annual
Lao Educational Conference (ALEC). ALEC is a free educational conference dedicated to
inspire and empower Lao American middle and high school students to pursue and attain
higher education for the betterment of self, family, and community. In 2008, she also
founded and served as the executive director of the Lao American Advancement
Organization based in Sacramento, California.
Limitations of the Study
This study limited its scope to a Lao American community in Sacramento, California.
It did not intend to extend its findings to other communities because the findings may not be
applicable to Lao American communities outside of Sacramento. In addition, the experience
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of a small group of Lao American students (six co-researchers and one researcher) was a
limiting factor. Findings from the study are unique to its participants and not generalizable to
all Lao Americans.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
Introduction
The purpose of the study was to capture Lao American high school and college
students’ perceptions on the role of heritage language in relation to their self-concept and
academic performance; communication in the home, school, and community; as well as their
thoughts on what their family, school, and community can do to help them maintain their
heritage language. The researcher collected and analyzed six Lao American students’ critical
reflections on heritage language maintenance and loss. The researcher utilized a
participatory research method with photovoice as a data collection strategy to explore
heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao community in Sacramento, California.
The findings are presented below according to the research questions addressed in the study.
In Chapter V, the nine generative themes that emerged from these findings are discussed at
length in relation to the literature.
The critical reflections and photographs that are presented and discussed in this
chapter were obtained from three female and three male Lao high school and college
students, also known as co-researchers, who lived and attended high schools and community
colleges in the greater Sacramento area. Of the six co-researchers, two were college
students. Four of the six co-researchers were former students of the researcher at the Wat
Lao Saophuth Buddhist temple in South Sacramento. These four co-researchers received
instruction on the Lao language, history, culture, and traditional dance approximately two
hours every Sunday during the past two to four summers. While the other two co-researchers
were not former students of the researcher, both of them had interacted with her at various
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community functions. All co-researchers gave consent to use their legal given names by
signing the Identity Form (Appendix K) and Final Photovoice Release Form (Appendix L),
which gave permission for their photographs and voices to be used in this dissertation and
future publications.
Table 2 below provides a brief description of each co-researcher at the time the study
was conducted, including their gender, age, grade, school, and years of heritage language
(HL) instruction and proficiency level. The number of years/months of HL instruction is an
approximation based on the researcher’s knowledge of each co-researcher and the coresearcher’s individual responses on the Questionnaire (Appendix F), which was completed
at the start of the research. Likewise, the HL proficiency level is also based on each coresearcher’s self reporting on his/her completed Questionnaire (Appendix F).
Table 2
Descriptive Profile of Co-researchers
Legal Name
Gender
Age

Grade

Andre Anoulak

Male

18

1st year college

Years/Months of
HL Instruction
6 months

Kane Nammavongsa
Liana Bouthaso

Male
Female

15
17

10th grade
12th grade

3 months
No Instruction

Mary Saengsavanh

Female

16

10th grade

9 months

Tina Rolak
Female
Vanhsy Vongphakdy Male

17
21

12th grade
2nd year college

3 years
3 months

HL Proficiency
Level
Somewhat
Proficient
Proficient
Somewhat
Proficient
Somewhat
Proficient
Proficient
Somewhat
Proficient

Background of the Co-Researchers
Andre Anoulak was born in Sacramento, was 18 years old, and a 1st year student at
American River College in north Sacramento. Andre was the oldest of three children; he had
one younger brother and sister. He lived with his parents in a lower middle-class

72
neighborhood in north Sacramento near many Lao families. His parents, unmarried at the
time, came to the United States in the late 1970s. Both of his parents were employed. Andre
was undecided about his major, but was working towards transferring to California State
University, Sacramento. He enjoyed playing computer games, spending time with his dogs,
and hanging out with his girlfriends.
During the past two summers, Andre attended the Lao class at Wat Lao Saophuth
Buddhist Temple with his younger brother and sister. He also enjoyed attending celebrations
and festivities at the temple. At the time of the study, he felt that he was highly proficient in
English, but somewhat proficient in the Lao language. He stated on the Questionnaire
(Appendix F) that he wanted to participate in this research study because he felt it may help
him in the future.
Kane Nammavongsa was born in Sacramento and was 15 years old at the time of the
study. His parents, unmarried at that time, came to the United States in the late 1970s. His
father was a blue-collar worker and an only employed member of the family. Kane had one
older sister, four younger sisters, and three younger brothers. His family lived in a small, old
house in south Sacramento known by law enforcement to be plagued with poverty and gang
related activities. At the beginning of this research project, Kane had just completed the 10th
grade at C.K. McClatchy High School in Sacramento City Unified School District (SCUSD).
He was focusing on graduating from high school and planned to attend vocational school,
possibly in auto mechanics. During the past summer, Kane worked part-time at a pizza shop.
He enjoyed fixing cars and going fishing with his dad.
Kane indicated on his Questionnaire (Appendix F) that he had approximately three
months of instruction on the Lao language. His uncle, who lived across the street from him,
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provided the instruction last summer for him and his siblings. He indicated that was
proficient in both English and Lao. Kane decided to participate in the study because he
wanted to “learn new things and try to speak more fluently in Lao” (Kane, Questionnaire,
Saturday, March 28, 2009).
Liana Bouthaso was born in Sacramento, was 17 years old, and had just graduated
from C.K. McClatchy High School, SCUSD in June 2009. She planned to attend California
State University, Sacramento and study to become a teacher. Liana lived with her
grandparents and uncle in a small older home in south Sacramento, in a neighborhood close
to Kane. Her grandparents immigrated to the United States in the early 1980s. Liana’s
mother was Lao and father was Vietnamese; they were divorced. Her mother had remarried
and also lived in Sacramento. Liana, along with her two other siblings of the same father,
were raised by her grandparents. Both of her grandparents were unemployed. Liana enjoyed
clothes shopping with her younger sister and girlfriends. Over the summer, she worked as a
tutor where she provided in class support to newly arrived middle school immigrant and
refugee students. She also had recently become an active member of the Lao American
Advancement Organization, a non-profit Lao community advocacy group in Sacramento.
Liana stated in her Questionnaire (Appendix F) that she was highly proficient in
English and somewhat proficient in Lao. She had no instruction in the Lao language. For
these reasons, she explained why she wanted to participate in the study as such, “I am
interested in participating in this research study because I feel that my proficiency in Lao is
diminishing and I hope that this will help me get back in touch with my culture” (Liana,
Questionnaire, Saturday, March 28, 2009).
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Mary Saengsavanh was born in Sacramento, was 16 years old, and had five siblings:
two older sisters, one older brother, and one younger sister and brother. Her parents came to
the United States in 1990 and settled in Sacramento since then. Her mother was a housewife
and her father worked as a restaurant cleaner. He earned additional income by fixing cars for
friends in the neighborhood. Mary’s family lived in south Sacramento in a region known as
Oak Park, which was plagued with poverty and gang-related activities. Mary was a
sophomore at Hiram Johnson High School, SCUSD. She planned to attend California State
University, Sacramento, to study culinary arts and photography. Mary enjoyed singing and
listening to Thai and Lao music, as well as watching Thai movies with her mother and
sisters.
Mary indicated in her Questionnaire (Appendix F) that she was proficient in English
and somewhat proficient in Lao. During the past three summers, Mary attended the Lao
class at the Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhist Temple with one of her older sisters and one
younger brother. She also stated that her parents continued to teach and require her and her
siblings to speak in Lao when they were at home. She decided to participate in the study
because she wanted to learn more about the Lao language, people, and the country. In
addition, she loved taking pictures and was excited about photographing her heritage.
Tina Rolak was born in Sacramento, was 17 years old, and the youngest of five
children. He parents also came to the United States in the early 1980s. Due to some
challenging times during her older brothers’ adolescent years, her parents decided to move
the family to Florida. They lived in Florida for about four years and then relocated back to
Sacramento. Tina lived with her oldest brother, his wife, one niece, one nephew, and her
mother in a middle-class neighborhood in Elk Grove County. Tina had just completed high
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school in June of 2009 and planned to attend California State University, Sacramento, to
study business administration. On the weekends, Tina enjoyed volunteering at the temple
with her mom.
During the past three summers, Tina learned Lao at the Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhist
Temple from the monks. Of all the co-researchers, she spoke, read, and wrote Lao most
fluently. On the Questionnaire (Appendix F), she rated herself highly proficient in English
and proficient in Lao. She also indicated that she received continuous instruction in the Lao
language from her parents while growing up. Tina explained why she wanted to participate
in the study, “I am interested in participating in this research study because I believe it will
bring me greater knowledge about my own heritage and culture” (Tina, Questionnaire,
Saturday, March 28, 2009).
Vanhsy Vongphakdy was born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, was 21 years old, and had
four younger siblings. He lived with his dad and siblings in a run down one-room apartment
in the same neighborhood as Liana. His father single-handedly raised him and his sibling
from a very young age when their mother walked out on their father in Milwaukee. Vanhsy
was a 2nd year student at Sacramento City College in South Sacramento. He was working
towards transferring to California State University, Sacramento and was going to major in
business. He enjoyed “hanging out” with his friends, playing sauh, a Lao fiddle, and reading
fiction and non-fiction novels.
During the summer of his sophomore year in high school, Vanhsy attended the Lao
class at Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhis Temple with his younger brothers and sisters. He felt
that he was proficient in English and somewhat proficient in Lao. He spoke mostly in Lao
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with his father. He wanted to participate in the study because he wanted something to do
during the summer.
Overview of Findings
As discussed in Chapter III, the researcher engaged the six co-researchers in three
types of dialogues: pre-photo, post-photo, and culminating. Each research question was
discussed during the pre-photo dialogue, and the co-researchers were given one to two weeks
to photograph images of people, places, artifacts, and events that they felt helped answer the
research question. During each research question’s post-photo dialogue, the co-researchers
were collectively engaged in reviewing the pre-photo dialogue transcripts for accuracy and
emerging themes. The co-researchers were then asked to select photographs that they felt
aligned with and supported the emerging themes. Finally, the co-researchers individually
spoke about each of his/her selected photographs. The group consensus on the answers and
photographs for each research question was reached during the culminating dialogue, in
which the co-researchers, again, collectively reviewed the post-photo dialogue transcripts,
along with selected photographs for each research question.
The data collection process briefly described above illustrates that the researcher and
co-researchers engaged in data analysis throughout the research study. The findings are
presented with the accompanying photographs and transcripts from group dialogues
according to the research questions. In a collective process that took two to three hours for
each question, the co-researchers discussed how each photograph answered the research
question(s). The name of the co-researcher who took the photograph and the location in
which it was taken are indicated in parenthesis under the photograph. The number of
photographs selected for each research question varies between three and nine photographs.
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Generative Themes
Based on the broad generative themes that emerged from the entire data set, the coresearchers’ perceptions of their heritage language are organized into two categories:
(a) heritage language maintenance (HLM) and (b) heritage language loss (HLL). The subthemes that emerged from the data are then presented under each category. To illustrate the
findings, samples of raw data which include co-researchers’ dialogue transcriptions and
selected photographs are interspersed throughout. While reviewing the entire data set, a
number of significant broad generative themes regarding the relationship between heritage
language and self-concept, academic performance, and communication in the home, school,
and community emerged in addition to the ones collectively identified by the co-researchers.
The sections below, however, detail the main findings as identified by the co-researchers.
The other broad generative themes will be discussed in relation to the literature reviewed in
Chapter V.
In general, the co-researchers felt that their heritage language, Lao, is very important
to them and they would like to maintain it. The reasons they gave for wanting to maintain
the Lao language are (a) cultural preservation, (b) community engagement, and (c) narrowing
the generational gap. Tina’s statement below illustrates this desire:
T: So you won’t lose the culture. If we don’t learn it, then it will fade away. For
example, other communities have strong cultural connections. You want to maintain
that strong connection. You don’t want to lose your own culture—your own
background. You want to stay connected to your grandparents and great grandparents
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 4, 2009).
According to the co-researchers, the Lao language has both direct and indirect impact
on the lives of Lao Americans-individually and as a community. They also felt that their
generation and the younger generation of Lao Americans born in the United States are
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shifting to English and losing interest in maintaining Lao at a rapid rate. Furthermore, they
perceived their heritage language and culture to be interwoven, with one unable to exist
without the other. “I think it relates. Yeah, they come hand in hand,” said Liana (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 4, 2009).
Below is each research question with the co-researchers’ perceptions of the benefits
of heritage language maintenance and consequences of heritage language loss, as well as
ways to promote and maintain the Lao language.
Research Question 1:
What Are Lao American Students’ Perceptions on the Role of Their Heritage
Language in Relation to Their Self-Concept and Academic Performance?
Heritage Language Maintenance
Having a Positive Self-Concept
The co-researchers perceived their heritage language as an integral part of their ethnic
identity, which they felt played a key role in shaping their self-concept. “[The Lao language]
is a part of who we are inside and out,” said Tina (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 4,
2009). Because of this shared perception, the co-researchers asserted that their strong ethnic
identity contributed to their overall positive self-concept.
For example, Mary explained her feelings about this relationship:
M: I feel confident when I speak Lao to my parents. It makes me feel proud to be
Lao and feel good about myself (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 4, 2009).
Their rationale for this observation was rooted in the benefits they had received as bilingual
and bicultural students. According to the co-researchers, proficiency in their heritage
language allowed them dual membership between the Lao community and mainstream
society, which also offered them different world views. Vanhsy made this assertion when he
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said, “We have our own language and culture-like our own world to fall back on” (PostPhoto Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009). When pressed for him to explain further what he
meant by “our own world to fall back on,” Liana interjected and elaborated on his idea:
L: Right now, I’m the only one that lives with my grandparents, but my mom speaks
Lao fluently too. So, whenever we’re out at the mall or something, like my mom,
sister and I, we would switch to Lao when something gets very interesting. I don’t
know why we always do that. Even when we are by ourselves, we know that no one
is in earshot. We just bust out in Lao when we’re like gossiping (Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Tina also joined in and explained her perspective on being bilingual:
T: Well, it means you’re bilingual because you have two languages. I mean knowing
how to speak Lao and English is a good thing because the Lao language connects you
to a unique culture and people of your ethnicity (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April
12, 2009).
In other words, the co-researchers perceived their heritage language as their ethnically
valuable asset that enhanced their overall self-concept. The co-researchers chose Mary’s
photograph of her grandparents (Figure 1) to sum up their shared perception of their heritage
language in relation to their self-concept.
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Mary explained, as she shared her photograph:
M: I’m Lao. I’m Lao because my parents and grandparents are Lao and I speak Lao
(Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).

Figure 1. Proud of my Ancestors (taken by Mary in Sacramento, CA).
Learning a Foreign Language
The co-researchers felt that their ability to understand and speak Lao, both limited or
fluently, helped them to learn a foreign language more easily than classmates who were
monolingual. This assertion is illustrated by Liana’s observation of her own experience in
learning Spanish. She stated, “Like right now, I’m taking Spanish IV, and because I’m
already bilingual in another language, Spanish comes easier for me” (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, April 12, 2009).
The other co-researchers agreed and joined in with their thoughts:
T: Yes, learning French was easy for me. I think because Lao is a tonal
language…like we are trained to pick up different sounds and tones easier.
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V: I also took French in high school. I enjoyed it and didn’t find it too hard.
R: What specifically about the Lao language that do you think made learning French
easier for you?
M: Vocabulary. I think since we know many words in Lao, it’s easy to understand
because we just translate the words into Lao (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12,
2009).
Thus, according to the co-researchers, proficiency in the heritage language does have a direct
impact on their academic performance in foreign language learning.
The co-researchers chose Liana’s photograph of a Webster’s New World Spanish
Dictionary (Figure 2) to illustrate their understanding of their heritage language in relation to
learning a foreign language:
L: My limited amount of ability to communicate in the Lao language has helped me
to succeed in my foreign language classes, meaning I am able to easily pick up other
languages. So, Lao, my heritage language benefits me academically (Liana,
Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).

Figure 2. Benefits of Being Bilingual (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
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Story Telling and Socio-Emotional Support
According to the co-researchers, proficiency in the Lao language also had an indirect
impact on their overall academic performance. While their parents and elders may not have
been educated in the United States and fluent in English, they were still able to provide
academic support via the Lao language while the co-researchers were in elementary school.
However, as they moved up the grades and the subjects became more complex, their parents
provided more socio-emotional support via motivational talks and story telling as described
by Tina:
T: For [writing or research assignments] in my classes, I usually ask my mom to tell
me stories. The thing I like best about it is you don’t get to hear stories like the ones
she tells in real life. You only hear them from movies. One story always leads to
another, and you learn more about your parents that you didn’t know before. It is
amazing the things that they went through to get us here. And, if they can do that,
there’s nothing that we cannot do! (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Mary, Kan, and Vanhsy echoed Tina’s feelings about the cultural
and historical knowledge they acquired, as well as the socio-emotional support received from
listening to their parents’ and elders’ inspirational talks and stories:
M: My parents always tell us about how back in Laos our grandparents were
successful and intelligent people. They also tell us about their refugee camp
experience. It was hard, so they want us to work hard and do well in school.
K: Yeah, my dad tells me interesting stories about how his life was back in Laos.
When we’re fishing or fixing cars, that’s when he usually tells me stories and lectures
me to work hard and try to bring up my grades.
R: Do his lectures motivate you and make you want to try harder in school?
K: Yeah.
V: Yeah, we learn about the Lao history and culture from our parents. They don’t
teach that at school (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
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The above excerpt of a group dialogue illustrates that the co-researchers perceived
that their heritage language does influence their academic performance through parental
socio-emotional support and storytelling. Tina’s photograph of a statue of a sea serpent at
Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhist temple (Figure 3) was chosen by the co-researchers to show
their appreciation of the cultural and historical stories told by their parents in their heritage
language. In Theravada Buddhism, a sea serpent is believed to be a sacred sea creature. Tina
explained why she took this photograph:
T: I took a picture of the sea serpent because whenever I see it at the temple, it
reminds me of the stories that my mom and dad used to tell me. The stories usually
have a sea serpent in them; they are folktales or Lao legends. When I was younger, I
didn’t really know its significance, but I’ve always associated with the Lao culture
(Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).

Figure 3. The Sacred Sea Serpent of Lao Legends (taken by Tina in Sacramento, CA)
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Heritage Language Loss
Negative Self-Concept
Since the co-researchers perceived their heritage language as an integral part of their
ethnicity, they also associated limited proficiency in Lao with weak ethnic identity and
negative self-concept. This view was echoed by Liana and Andre:
L: [My heritage language and culture] help to define who I am. I would like my kids
to be able to speak Lao because if you don’t know how to speak your native
language, it would be shameful. It would be hard to say that I’m proud to be Lao.
A: It’s kind of like you’re embarrass[ed] or something. Everyone knows their own
language and culture. So, if someone asks you about your language and culture and
you don’t know, that will make you look stupid (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April
4, 2009).
Liana described weak ethnic identity with the phrases, “it would be shameful… and
hard to say that I’m proud to be Lao.” Since we develop our self-concept through
interactions with others, Andre spoke to negative self-concept, when he said, “… that will
make you look stupid.” As illustrated by Liana and Andre’s statements above, the coresearchers felt strongly that the inability to understand and speak one’s own heritage
language negatively influences one’s perception of self.
Language Barrier
In regard to academic performance, the co-researchers explained that their heritage
language has had an indirect impact on their schooling. They felt that a strong and
supportive student-parent relationship is needed for students to be motivated and do well in
school. However, due to the language barrier in the home, meaning students and parents
were not able to effectively communicate with one another in either Lao or English;
therefore, students did not have the desired or needed socio-emotional support from their
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parents to excel academically. Below Liana explained the indirect effect of language barrier
on academic performance:
L: I think the Lao language plays a major role. Without language to communicate, it
is nearly impossible to have a stable and healthy relationship. So, if there is a lack of
communication, there will not be a relationship [resulting in] lack of support. I’m
pretty sure students wish that they have that relationship with their parents if they
don’t. And, it may come off as lack of motivation on the part of the students because
since they can’t communicate, they don’t even try any more (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Vanhsy further explained the uneasiness and challenge in establishing relationships
with elders in the community due to a language barrier:
V: Yeah, I’m scared or nervous to start a conversation with adults in the Lao
community in general, but I wouldn’t be if I knew how to speak the language. I guess
the language barrier makes it kind of hard to even pursue, and they probably won’t
understand me any way (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Both Liana and Vanhsy suggested that due to a language barrier, students lack the
motivation to perform daily tasks, such as having a conversation with their parents, eating
together as a family, as well as applying themselves in school. Hence, a language barrier and
its consequences are a direct result of heritage language loss among Lao American students.
Identity Crisis and Gang Involvement
Due to the lack of a strong relationship with parents and people of the same ethnic
background, Lao American students are turning to alternative affiliations. The coresearchers spoke passionately about the detrimental impact of heritage language loss on
one’s self-concept and life choices. For example, Tina shared her view of subtractive
assimilation and its contribution to ethnic identity loss:
T: You’re trying to fit in, and that’s where people like lose their culture. They’re
trying so hard to fit in and succeed and be at the top. The most people at the top are
Caucasian. So you kind of climb up there with them and in the process you forget
about yourself, your background. (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 4, 2009)
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The co-researchers also asserted that when a Lao American individual undergoes the
process of subtractive assimilation, he or she will have a negative self-concept and feel like
an outcast. Andre’s statement illustrates this assertion:
A: It makes you feel even worst because even your own community won’t accept
you. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009)
According to the co-researchers, gang involvement is another consequence of
heritage language loss and a lack of sense of belonging with either the Lao community or the
mainstream society. This observation is best expressed by Liana:
L: That’s because they think successful means speaking English only and hanging out
with White people, but they are not really accepted by White people. So, now a day,
we have these Lao boys thinking that they’re all gangsters and stuffs, like they start
getting really bad (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Tina weighed in with an example of her older brother’s adolescent years.
T: That’s why my parents moved to Florida because my older brother, at that time,
started to join a gang and got out of control (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12,
2009).
In sum, the data collected for Research Question 1 indicates that the co-researchers
perceived their heritage language as their ancestral tie, which, in turn, significantly
influenced their ethnic identity and self-concept. For this reason, their desire to maintain
their heritage language was in fact a desire for a strong ethnic identity and positive selfconcept. In addition, they perceived their heritage language to have both a direct and indirect
impact on their academic performance. They felt that their bilingual skills helped them to
learn a foreign language with great success. They viewed the socio-emotional support they
received via their parents’ pep talks and story telling sessions as motivation to apply
themselves in school, while at the same time learning more about their parents and Lao
history. However, the co-researchers also expressed what they had observed and/or
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experienced as consequences of heritage language loss, including negative self-concept,
identity crisis, and gang involvement.
Research Question 2:
What Are Lao American Students’ Perceptions on the Role of Their Heritage Language
in Relation to Their Communication in the Home, School, and Community?
Heritage Language Maintenance
Communicating with Limited English Proficient and Non-English Speaking Individuals
According to the co-researchers, their heritage language was an essential language to
communicate with family members, relatives, and community individuals who were limited
English proficient and non-English speakers. For starters, Kane explained that he did not use
the Lao language with his parents because even though they continued to speak to him in
Lao, he knew that they understood English. He only used Lao with his grandma, aunt, and
other individuals who did not speak English.
K: At home, I wouldn’t really speak Lao to my parents. I speak to them mostly in
English, but they would always speak Lao back to me. But, if it was an elder, like my
grandma or aunt, who can’t speak English, I would speak Lao to them (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Vanhsy, however, used only Lao with his father because he knew that his father did not
speak English.
V: It’s a way of communicating with family members who do not speak English well.
I speak to my dad mostly in Lao (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
In addition to his parents, Andre also stated that the Lao language was also an important
language for communication with extended family members in America as well as back in
Laos:
A: Not just our parents, grandparents, uncles, aunts in America, but also relatives who
live in Laos (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
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Another important point expressed by the co-researchers about their heritage
language in relation to communication in the home and the Lao community was showing
respect, particularly towards their parents and elders.
R: Do you want to get better at speaking in Lao?
K: Yeah, because my grandma yells at me if I don’t say anything right.
R: You want to speak the Lao language because of your grandma?
K: Cuz I suck at it! I think it also gives respect to my parents or whoever I speak it
to.
V: Yes, to show respect and it makes it easier for them instead of me having to talk to
them in English. They’ll understand me better if I speak to them in Lao.
M: Yeah, it is more respectful (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
As illustrated by the above selected dialogue excerpt, the co-researchers perceived
their heritage language as an important language for communication in the home and Lao
community in American, as well as in Laos. This shared perception was based on the fact
that the Lao language was a necessary language for communication with relatives who were
limited English proficient and non-English speaking.
Bonding and Learning from Parents
Since the co-researchers felt that the heritage language was the language to use when
communicating with limited English proficient and non-English speaking relatives, they in
turn valued the Lao language as the language for bonding with family members and people
of the same ethnicity (that is language use to express deep thoughts and personal feelings and
emotions). This perception was based on their reasoning that proficiency in the Lao
language allowed them to have a close relationship with their parents and siblings as well as
a strong sense of connection with the Lao community.
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Kane and Liana expressed that they viewed their heritage language as a powerful and
intimate language they often used when they were out in public:
K: You can talk smack about others whenever you want. I do this at school.
L: My mom, sister, and I all speak Lao fluently. So, you know, when we’re talking
about someone or something in public and it gets interesting, we always like switch to
Lao. I don’t know why. Even when we’re by ourselves, and we know that no one is
in earshot. We just like bust out in Lao, especially when we’re gossiping (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Mary also explained that the Lao language is often used in her home by her parents when
engaging in daily activities, such as cooking with her mom and helping her dad fixing cars.
M: It’s like a family learning time. When we help my mom cook, she teaches us how
to say the names of vegetables. My dad does the same thing with my brother when he
fixes cars (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Kane joined in to express the bonding experience he had with his father via the Lao
language:
K: When I was growing up, I spoke mostly in Lao with my dad. He is the one in my
family that speaks Lao most often. I look up to him. I interact with him when he is
fixing cars. Sometimes I don’t understand what he is telling me, but I can speak and
understand enough to have a good relationship with him (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Both Mary and Kane shared their experiences with the Lao language in their homes that not
only allowed them to bond with their parents, but also allowed them to learn the language
itself. For instance, in Mary’s case, she was learning vegetable names.
Among all the co-researchers, Tina was the most fluent in Lao and, therefore, was
able to clearly attribute her close relationship with her mom to her heritage language
proficiency:
T: Because I am pretty fluent in Lao, I have conversations with my mom that often
carried on for hours. If I didn’t know how to speak Lao, I wouldn’t be as close to my
mom as I am right now because I won’t be able to have conversations with her—
understand her, and she would have a hard time understanding me (Culminating
Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
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Two photographs were chosen by the co-researchers to further illustrate their
understanding of their heritage language in relation to communication in the home and the
Lao community. The first photograph (Figure 4) is a picture of Tina and her mother. She
asked her brother to take the picture for her because she wanted to be in the picture to show
how close she is to her mom. The other photograph (Figure 5) taken by Liana is a picture of
her niece who is often found shadowing her grandma. Below are the photographs along with
descriptions:
My mother is the person I speak Lao to the most and perhaps the only person I speak
Lao to every single day. At home and in the Lao community, like the temple, she
speaks Lao to me, so that does not give me a choice but to only reply back in Lao.
She helps me become more fluent by telling me stories and educating me about the
Lao language, culture, and history (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).

Figure 4. My Mom is my Teacher (Taken by Tina’s brother in Sacramento, CA)
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We can preserve the Lao language by establishing strong and stable relationships with
the older generation, such as our grandparents. For example, this picture shows my
niece who is always following my grandma around, so she is picking up the language
from her. This way, our heritage language will be passed on to the next generations
(Liana, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).

Figure 5. Bonding with my Grandma (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
Staying Connected and Feeling a Sense of Belonging
Since the co-researchers viewed their heritage language as a foundational or ancestral
component of their ethnic and cultural identity, they felt that the Lao language allowed them
to stay connected as an ethnic group. This perception is clearly stated by Vanhsy and Andre:
V: It can help you connect with more people in the Lao community.
R: Ok. What else?
A: I’m not fluent in it. I want to learn Lao to stay connected to my own people (PrePhoto Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
In addition, this perception was extended by Liana to include cultural preservation among the
Lao disapora community in the United States.
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L: … to keep the tradition, to promote the culture, and to bring everybody together.
To get a sense that we’re Lao living in America, but we still practice our traditions
(Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
Vanhsy went deeper and associated the Lao culture and community as another world for Lao
Americans:
V: We have our own culture—like our own world to fall back on (Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday April 19, 2009).
When asked to elaborate what he meant by “our own world to fall back on?” Vanhsy
struggled a bit, so Liana joined in:
L: Like when you feel like you don’t belong, I’m proud to have my family and Lao
friends that I can call my own community (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19,
2009).
As suggested by the co-researchers’ quotes above, the Lao community, which
according to the co-researchers consisted of the language, cultural practices, and Lao people,
is another world where they felt a strong sense of connection and belonging. In other words,
the co-researchers perceived their heritage language as a means of staying connected to their
ethnic community.
The co-researchers selected a photograph taken by Kane (Figure 6) to emphasize the
benefits that Lao American students can expect if they maintain their heritage language. The
photograph is a picture of the seven Lao New Year beauty contestants, along with their male
escorts and traditional dancers dressed in traditional outfits. Kane and the other coresearchers chose this photograph because they felt that by participating in cultural
celebrations and ceremonies they learned and practiced the Lao language and, through the
process, made new friends. Tina, who participated in the pageant for several years, shared
that she learned a lot about the Lao language and culture, as well as established many long-
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lasting friendships. Below is the photograph along with Kane’s brief explanation of why he
took the picture.

Figure 6. Friends Forever (taken by Kane in Sacramento, CA)
I took the picture because my sister was in the New Year pageant and my mom and
dad were very proud of her. She went to the temple almost every weekend to practice
walking. I went with her on some weekends. I got to meet new people like you,
Andre, and Adrian. It’s nice to know many Lao people ‘cuz you feel like you belong
(Kane, Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
Serving as Language and Cultural Brokers
The co-researchers felt that individuals who were able to maintain the Lao language
can also serve as language and cultural brokers for their families and ethnic community. As
indicated by Andre’s statement below, he felt strongly that heritage language maintenance is
an important support system at the individual and community levels.
A: Like, when someone comes from Laos, you can talk to them and be able to help
them. It would be like being able to help your own community. So, yeah, it is
important to maintain it because you’ll be able to help yourself and your community
(Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
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Bilingualism was also perceived by the co-researchers as a plus for employment
opportunities, both in the United States as well as in Laos.
R: Are there other benefits for being bilingual in Lao and English?
V: Knowing more than one language will give you more opportunities. Employers
don’t just want one language-speaking person.
R: Employers in the United States or in Lao?
A: Both. When I went to Laos, there were people who can speak Lao and English.
Even when their English was not all that good, they still had better paying jobs (Prephoto Dialogue, Sunday April 12, 2009).
The co-researchers also had a lengthy debate on whether bilingualism in any language
is beneficial in terms of employment. Some felt that in America certain languages such as
Spanish, Vietnamese, and Hmong were looked upon more favorably by employers as
opposed to other not well-known Southeast Asian languages, such as Lao and Cambodian.
However, at the end, all agreed that heritage language maintenance is important for the Lao
community because those who can speak both languages are needed to serve as language and
cultural brokers for their families, ethnic community, and the mainstream society.
During the culminating dialogue for Research Question 2, the co-researchers selected
to add a photograph taken by Mary (Figure 7) that shows two Lao American students
carrying a banner with the message, “Happy Lao New Year,” written in both languages.
They felt that the banner illuminates the importance of utilizing both languages in order to
educate the mainstream society about the Lao community.
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Figure 7. Two Languages is Better than One (taken by Mary in Sacramento, CA)
Heritage Language Loss
In answering Research Question 2, the co-researchers identified communication
breakdowns and linguistic isolation in the homes and community as two major consequences
of heritage language loss. They also asserted that the language barrier and generational gap
were at the heart of dysfunctional family and community relations. In addition, schooling,
according to them, was a process of rapid heritage language loss and, at times, with the
consequence of hostile treatments from teachers and peers.
Communication Breakdowns
The co-researchers complained that it was often difficult to understand their parents,
especially when they were “lecturing [them] about staying in school, doing good things, and
staying out of troubles” (Kane, Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009). Since some of
the co-researchers felt that they were weak in the Lao language, they perceived that their
inability to communicate effectively with their parents and their parents’ inability to
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communicate with them in English resulted in communication breakdowns charged with
assumptions, anger, and blame. The inability to communicate effectively with one another
produced:
A: I asked them what that mean, but they don’t want to tell me.
R: Would it be easier for you to speak to them in Lao?
A: No.
R: Is it because you can’t find the word easily? Do you sometimes find it too hard
and just give up and start speaking in English instead?
A: No, I just walk away.
K: I do that too! Sometimes it’s harder for them to understand me [when I’m
speaking in Lao] because the words translated in my head in Lao come out wrong
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, April 12, 2009).
As illustrated by the dialogue excerpt above, the co-researches and their parents
experienced on a daily basis what sociolinguists refer to as communication breakdowns.
Hence, heritage language loss produced dysfunctional homes in which parents are screaming,
and swearing at their children for wanting to know what a word means in Lao. Below Mary
continued with her personal experience with communication breakdowns in her home:
M: I speak English to my mom most of the time. Anna speaks a lot to her in Lao, so
she doesn’t get mad at her, only me (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
Due to the language barrier, the co-researchers felt that their parents took their
frustration out on them and they, in turn, developed strategies, such as “tune it out,” “laugh it
off,” and “walk away” to cope with the negative emotional effects.
A: When they lecture us, they have to say something harsh to get to us, to get in our
heads, so we will do a little better than what we’re doing now. ‘Cuz the lecture does
nothing. All we do is just tune them out and walk away with a smile. That’s why
they say the hurtful stuffs to get our attention…hoping that we don’t do it again.
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K: My parents don’t speak English. My dad barely knows English. When he curses,
I just laugh (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Generational Gap
According to the co-researchers, another consequence of heritage language loss is the
widening generational gap, which had direct impact on their communication in the homes
and ethnic community. Conflicting values seemed to have been one of the major issue
expressed by the co-researchers. The co-researchers picked Liana’s observations and
photographs (Figures 8, 9, 10) to illustrate the generational gap among the younger and older
Lao Americans. Liana observed that, due to the language and cultural barriers between the
older and younger generations, members of each generation congregated among themselves
during daily activities, as well as at social gatherings.
L: The gap between older generation and younger generation and also the gap
between the males and females … For example, Vicky’s brothers and all their friends,
they’re like staying in their room, playing video games, not doing anything only
coming out to get food when they want it. You know, not really helping just because
they’re boys (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Below are three photographs she took to support her observations of the physical
separation between generations of Lao Americans, and right beneath each photograph is her
description.

98

Figure 8. Talk to the Back (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
This is one of the photos that depict the distance between the younger generation and
the older generation. It is rare to see young and old people doing something together
(Liana, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).

Figure 9. Socializing while Cooking (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
This is the second photo that represents the distance between the older and younger
generations, meaning the younger generation is usually closed off in their rooms from
the older generation (Liana, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
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Figure 10. Socializing and Waiting to be Served (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
This photo also depicts the separation between the men, women, and the youngsters,
meaning the men socialize with each other, the women cook for the event, and the
teens socialize with each other far away from the older generation (Liana, Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
According to Liana, the gender separation she noted in her photographs suggests that
there are different cultural expectations for males and females. This observation was also
agreed upon by the other co-researchers. She expressed her frustration with Lao women,
particularly towards her grandma, who takes on all the responsibilities of the house chores,
such as cooking and cleaning, while the men relax, socialize, and wait for food to be served
to them. She saw this as a conflicting value among females of older and younger
generations. While her grandma accepted and assumed her role happily, Liana, however,
stated that she would “never assume such role because it is so unfair” (Liana, Culminating
Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
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Even though Tina felt that she spoke and understood Lao quite well, she still
struggled when communicating with her mom, especially on issues that she perceived stems
from generational differences. She expressed this frustration below:
T: I argue with her every day to like let me stay in the school organizations and clubs
that I’m in now. I’d ask her, “If you want me to succeed and do well in school why
won’t you let me stay after school?” She’d say, “You don’t understand me.” Then
we would like clashed. That’s the thing that frustrates me the most because I know
how to speak and argue back in Lao. Every single time when we argued, it would go
on forever—one subject carries on to another and it’s just all bad (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday April 12, 2009).
Tina continued:
T: If I’m not listening to her, she’ll give me a lecture of how she was lectured by her
dad. But, I’m trying to have her understand that it is not like that…um, we have to do
what we want to do instead of living our parents’ dreams. That’s probably what they
want it to be. I have to like fight with my mom to do what I want to do, what I love
to do, school I want to go to, and career path I want to pursue. … It is not like Laos
any more. Her mind set is still back in the country (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday,
April 12, 2009).
Tina’s quotes above illustrate the misunderstanding between parents and children due
to generational value differences. Her mother perceived a successful student as someone
who focuses on learning from books and teachers. Tina, on the other hand, wanted her mom
to understand the benefits of extracurricula activities. Because of their differing perceptions
of a successful student, they struggled to understand each other’s actions.
Another example of the generational gap shared by other co-researchers involved
children being disrespectful towards their parents as a result of frustration produced by their
inability to understand each other.
A: They get so mad whenever you smile. I do that all the time with my mom. She
would just like, “What’s wrong with you?” and walk away ‘cuz when you smile, they
get even madder.
R: Do you think that they see that as disrespect?

101
K: Yeah.
R: So, if walking away from them, smiling at them, or talking back to them is a form
of disrespect through their eyes, what do you think is a respectful way to handle it?
K: Just listen and be quiet. They always have to be right (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, April 19, 2009).
The co-researchers agreed that Kane’s comment above about “just listen and be quiet” and
that “they always have to be right” is one of the Lao parents’ expectations of their children.
If they do not receive this from their children, they often perceive their children as being
“Americanized” and, thus, are “bad kids” (Mary, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19,
2009).
Linguistic Isolation
The co-researchers also shared how language and cultural barriers tended to make
family members isolate themselves from one another. The following dialogue excerpts
illustrate the co-researchers’ perception that heritage language loss leads to linguistic
isolation among family members.
T: Everything is so distant [due to a] lack of communication ... . Like my mom
would sometimes teach my niece and nephews to say something in Lao, and they
would ask me, “What is she saying?” Then they would hurry back in their rooms.
They get so uncomfortable when my mom speaks to them in Lao.
L: They’re just all separated.
V: It’s the comfort zone, and because it’s hard to relate to each other when you have
different interests.
L: Younger kids don’t like old people’s music and old people don’t like young
people’s music (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, 12, 2009).
Below is another dialogue excerpt that clearly explains the cause of isolation in the home:
A: My dad leaves at seven in the morning and comes home around eight thirty in the
evening. When he’s home, he works in the backyard, cleaning up, and eats by
himself.
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R: Ok. How about your mom? What do you guys do when she’s cooking?
A: Stay in our rooms.
R: What do you do in your rooms?
A: On the computer.
L: Listening to music.
R: What does she do when she’s not cooking?
A: Listen to music.
R: What kind of music?
A: Her Lao or Thai music.
M: Yep.
R: Does she also watch Lao/Thai TV?
A: Yeah, my dad, watches …Thai channels.
R: Do you ever watch TV with them?
A: Sometimes. It’s the same thing to me.
R: Do they explain to you what’s happening?
A: No. I keep asking, but they always say, “You should know it by now.” So, I don’t
even bother asking any more because they complain and get mad at me when I go
like, “What is this?” and they’ll go, “You should already know. I get lost! (Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009)
The co-researchers perceived their parents’ anger and frustration with their inability
to understand and speak Lao unbearable, so they chose to hide out in their rooms. Below
Andre sums up his daily interaction with his father:
A: He gets mad at me, so it is kinda hard to get along with him. So, no, I don’t care
for being with any of them, just try to stay by myself (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday,
April 19, 2009).

103
When pushed to explain further about the role of heritage language loss and its effects
on communication and interactions among members in the home, the co-researchers again
expressed the isolation they observed.
R: What about the other siblings? Not just you, but your younger and older sisters
and brothers. How are their relationships with your parents like?
T: I get mad at him when he mixes English with Lao when speaking to Mom because
we’re all supposed to only be using Lao when speaking to mom. He’s very distant.
He speaks only English to everyone, and it’s hard for him.
V: They just ignore and keep to themselves.
L: Do you guys actually sit down and have dinner together-the Lao style on the low
round table?
M: We used to, but not any more (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
The dialogue excerpts above illuminate the co-researchers’ observations of their limited
communication and interaction with their parents. All of the co-researchers shared that, even
though they lived in the same house, they and their siblings were linguistically isolated from
their parents.
From Nonexistence to Hostile Treatment
The co-researchers felt that their heritage language had no role in their
communication in the school. This perception was shared by the co-researchers for several
reasons: (a) there were not many Lao students at their school; (b) the Lao language and
history were not part of the curriculum and instruction; and (c) they did not feel comfortable
using the Lao language among non-Lao speaking peers. The co-researchers chose two of
Tina’s photographs (Figure 11, 12) to illustrate this belief. Below are the photographs with
their accompanying captions.
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This picture shows a group of Polynesian dancers at Monterey Trail High School. At
school, there is no use of the Lao language, whether it is with a few friends or a group
of people. There are so many different ethnics, in which it is easier to communicate in
English (Tina, Email Communication, May 9, 2009).

Figure 11. A Common Language - Dance! (taken by Tina in Sacramento, CA)
This is a picture of the high school I attended. On campus, it is difficult to find
another Lao student, better yet, speaking Lao to them-knowing that they are not as
fluent as you are. Although it is very diverse on campus, students do not speak in
their native language. It feels lonely at times. (Tina, Email Communication May 9,
2009).

Figure 12. Emptiness (taken by Tina in Sacramento, CA)
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As illustrated by the photographs and captions provided by Tina, the Lao language
plays no role in their communication in the school. In addition, the co-researchers felt that
because of their ethnic identity, Lao American, no one really knew about them. They felt
like they did not exist or were often lumped into other Asian groups. The dialogue excerpt
below illuminates their perceptions:
R: Are there challenges being a Lao student? If so, what are they?
All spoke at once: Learning both languages and not knowing your own history!
A: No one knows about your culture and history.
L: People don’t even know where Laos is. Like, they always ask me, “What are you?
Are you Chinese?” I’d say, “No, I’m Lao.” They would like, “Ah, where is Laos?”
And, they don’t know either way if I explain it or not.
M: Yeah, they’ll just keep asking.
V: Makes you feel like you don’t exist.
L: I think we are because they’ll say something like, “That Chinese girl.” That’s the
first thing they can think of. Then I’ll be like, “No, I’m freaking Lao, ok!” (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
The co-researchers continued to explain that the constant asking from peers about who they
were and where Laos was actually made them felt like they did not belong at school in
America.
T: It makes you frustrated and out of place and everything … um because everyone
has somebody to relate to. It is like if you don’t have that connection with other
people, like the understanding, you feel so left out (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday,
April 19, 2009).
Lastly, due to the fact that Laotian was considered a subgroup of Southeast Asian,
they felt that they were negatively perceived by their peers. Liana and Andre below
expressed the negative sentiments shown by European Americans towards all Asians.
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L: I sometimes feel that way, like I’m overshadowed by the Chinese, Japanese, and
Vietnamese. Like the Vietnam War, people don’t even know that the war [extended
into] Laos and Cambodia, and that’s why we’re here.
V: There is a small section in the history book about the Vietnam War, and there is a
little part about Laos there.
A: They portray that the Vietnam War, like all Asians, kill Americans or something
like that because of the war they make the American people like look all good. Some
people are forced to do this because of their ruler, but they’re not bad people, just
because they’re from that country (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 19, 2009).
Data collected for Research Question 2 overall suggest that the co-researchers
perceived that their heritage language played a key role in communication in the home and
community, particularly with people who are limited English proficient and non-English
speaking. For this reason, they viewed individual’s proficient in the language as invaluable
resources to the family and community because these people often serve as language and
cultural brokers. Particularly in the homes, they also perceived the Lao language as a
medium for bonding with and learning from their parents. In addition, their heritage
language was equally important in the community because it allowed them to stay connected
with people of the same ethnicity, and in doing so they felt a positive sense of belonging.
The co-researchers also identified consequences of heritage language loss in relation
to communication in the home, community, and school. As established previously in
findings for Research Question 1, the co-researchers viewed their heritage language and the
Lao culture as inseparable components of their ethnic identity. For this reason, they felt that
heritage language loss not only intensified the language barrier among elders, parents and
youths, but it also widened the generational gap. The Lao family and community members’
inability to effectively communicate with each other prevented them from truly
understanding one another and caused communication breakdowns in the home. As a result,
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members of the older generation or first generation Lao Americans (those that arrived to the
United States as refugees) where perceived by the younger generation or second generation
Lao Americans (primarily those that were born in the United States) as traditional and closed
minded. Likewise, the older generation perceived the Lao youths to be too Americanized.
Consequently, their inability to communicate effectively with each other, compounded with
their negative perceptions of one another, resulted in the co-researchers sharing their personal
accounts of communication breakdowns and linguistic isolation among family members.
Finally, the co-researchers also identified the role of their heritage language in
relation to communication in the school. According to the co-researchers, the Lao language
is nonexistent at school because there were limited or no other Lao speaking students. They
also felt that the Lao students were nonexistent in the eyes of their teachers and peers because
their heritage language, culture, and history were absent in the curriculum. Furthermore, due
to a lack of Lao refugee history in textbooks, the co-researchers expressed that they felt some
level of hostility directed toward them by their peers because they were wrongly associated
with the Vietnam War.
Research Question 3:
What Are Lao American Students’ Thoughts on What Their Family, School, and
Community Can Do to Help Them Maintain Their Heritage Language?
Heritage Language Maintenance
The Role of Parents, Elders, and Siblings
The co-researchers felt strongly that their parents played a key role in helping them
maintain their heritage language. Tina and Mary attributed their heritage language and
cultural knowledge to their parents:
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T: To me, how my parents raised me was very important. Their top priority, like
most traditional Lao parents, was to make sure that I maintain my heritage language
and culture. So, they do not speak to me in English at all because I have school for
that and my brothers and sister speak to me in English already. They focus on
teaching me our language, so we won’t lose it because once we lose it we’ll never be
able to pass it on to the next generations (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
M: My parents are the ones that taught me almost everything I know about Lao.
They are very important to me. They taught me how to speak in Lao. They taught
me the history of Laos and Lao traditions. They are mainly the only people, besides
you, that I speak Lao to and the ones that speak Lao to me (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, May 17, 2009).
In addition, the co-researchers stated that extended family members, including grandparents,
aunts, and uncles who did not speak English, also helped them learn to speak, read, and write
the Lao language.
L: I think most of my Lao comes from my grandparents because they don’t speak
English.
K: Yes, like in 6th grade. My uncle taught me (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3,
2009).
Furthermore, the co-researchers expressed that, in order to maintain the language,
parents must expose their children to it at an early age and continue to expect them to use it
with them on a daily basis. Liana explained the importance of starting young in order to
learn the language:
L: When I was younger, my grandma would insist that me and my sisters pray with
her and we would have to repeat what she said in Lao. I think it goes back to the
children-parents relationship. For example, my grandma and I, we’re pretty close.
When you asked me if I wanted to do the research project, I was like, “I don’t know if
I’ll have enough time,” but she was like, “No, you’re going to do it!” She had me on
lock down, so I had to listen to her. So yeah, I wasn’t enthusiastic at first, but I’m
now. So, if you start out really young with your grandparents, who are probably more
traditional and fluent in Lao, you will be able to speak Lao. (Post-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, May 17, 2009)
Lastly, the co-researchers emphasized that their parents must not only use the
language with them, but also, must find opportunities to immerse them in the language and
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culture and explicitly teach them how to speak, read, and write it. The dialogue excerpts
below were the co-researchers’ personal accounts of how their parents supported them in
learning and maintaining their heritage language.
V: Also, like my parents always tell me the formal ways to address adults. Yeah, I
speak mostly to him in Lao.
T: They do. Like mostly when I come home from school, they’ll bring out Lao
books, and they’ll make me read a couple of pages. They get me to sound it out.
Well, I started learning Lao when I was in elementary, third or fourth grade, and they
sent me to Lao school a couple of years later. I started going to Lao school in Florida
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
M: My parents tell us to speak Lao to each other—all my sisters and brothers. Like,
Myna, my oldest sister, was the one who translated things for me when I was younger
and didn’t know much (Mary, Email Communication, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
T: Everything she does is very supportive. Like three days ago, she made me read
three stories in Lao at 7:00am in the morning. She gets me in the habit of reading.
Just like setting up the schedule is helpful and motivating to me, especially when she
says, “Tina, come on, let’s go to the temple.” (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17,
2009)
Below were the co-researchers’ exact recommendations for
helping them learn and maintain their heritage language:
A: Take a family vacation to Laos, will have to speak in Lao.
T: Teach your children the Lao language and culture at home, like 10-15 minutes a
day wouldn’t hurt.
L: Thai and Lao television can help preserve the Lao language, also, especially if it’s
a daily thing at home, and if teens are able to watch with their parents. (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, May 3, 2009)
The co-researchers chose to include Liana’s photograph of the Thai/Lao television news
channel (Figure 13).

110

Figure 13. Family TV Time (taken by Liana in Sacramento, CA)
The Temple-the Heart of the Community
The co-researchers perceived the temple to be the heart of the Lao American
community in Sacramento. For this reason, they felt that the temple was a naturally rich
space for heritage language and cultural preservation. They expressed this observation with
their own personal experiences:
T: My mom brings me along with her to the temple every weekend, so I can practice
speaking Lao to the elders and the monks and learn about my culture and traditions.
Like the other day, I was talking to my mom. She told me, “You know Tina, if you
haven’t been going to the temple, your Lao wouldn’t be as good as it is now because
there you get to speak to the monks and nuns, and they correct you whenever you
make mistakes. So, that’s how you really learned it.
M: At the temple, they teach the alphabet and how to greet the teacher. It prepares
you on how to show respect towards your parents and elders.
A: The temple is a place I go once a month, so I can participate in the Lao culture and
listen to the Lao language and practice it with friends and elders. I help out the
temple, and it makes me feel like I did something for a change.
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M: Yeah. We should have a permanent Lao school at the temple. (Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
To represent the heart of their community, the temple, the co-researchers selected to
include Tina’s photograph of the Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhist Temple in South Sacramento
(Figure 14) and Vanhsy’s photograph of the Wat Lao Phosiesatthanak in North Sacramento
(Figure 15).

Figure 14. The Heart of our Community - The Temple (taken by Tina in Sacramento, CA)
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Figure 15. Temple - The Heart of our Community (taken by Vanhsy in Sacramento, CA)
Role Models Working to Narrow the Generational Gap
Because of my extensive work in the Lao community in Sacramento for many years,
the co-researchers saw me as a role model on engaging Lao students and parents in heritage
language and cultural preservation activities. Below are dialogue excerpts of the coresearchers’ thoughts of my contribution to their knowledge about the Lao language, culture,
and history.
M: Ms. Lily or uye Khoo, you’re my Lao teacher. You’re one of the people that is
also important because without you being our teacher, we wouldn’t know all the
things that we know about our roots-the Lao language, culture, history, and traditional
dances. Yeah. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 24, 2009)
L: Be like you, a role model. You try to reach out to the older generation and the
younger generation. Like at the graduation party, you had a balance of mix music for
the older generation and the young generation. My grandma and her mom were like
dancing. Basically, everybody was like dancing and having fun. (Post-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
T: At the graduation party, you spoke in Lao and translated into English, so we were
able to understand everything. That really helped. We got to hear the Lao language
and also understand what was happening, like the significance of everything. (PostDialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
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L: Or you can meet people like Ms. Lily who inspires you to be more involved in the
community and look for opportunities to learn yourself. (Pre-Photo Dialogue,
Sunday, May 3, 2009)
All of the co-researchers asked to take my picture, so they could include it in the findings.
However, I assured them that all of our pictures, theirs and mine, would be included in the
reflection section of the dissertation. As suggested by their comments above, the coresearchers perceived language and cultural brokers, such as myself, as role models and
community leaders working to engage students in language and cultural preservation, as well
as narrowing the generational gap.
In addition, the co-researchers valued language maintenance and cultural preservation
as a means of setting expectations and examples for the next generation, as well as passing
on the traditions. They emphasized that both the Lao and English language be made
functional in order for youths to see the significance of both languages.
V: Community event advertisements should be in both English and Lao.
T: At most of the community events, like Lao New Year party and graduation party,
you have people giving speeches in Lao, performing traditional dances to Lao songs,
and showing slideshows of Lao culture. But, how are they going to learn if they don’t
take their children out to these events and be there on time to actually see the
performances? (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
As stated in earlier sections of this chapter, the co-researchers also viewed language
and culture as interwoven, with one unable to exist without the other. As a result, they
expressed that they wished to maintain their heritage language through cultural preservation
engagements. Below is a photograph of two generations of female Laotians who performed
traditional dances and took part in the Lao New Year celebration parade in April of 2009 at
the Wat Lao Saophuth Buddhist temple in south Sacramento (Figure 16). This picture was
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taken by Kane to illustrate his understanding that heritage language maintenance is best done
through active cultural preservation engagement activities.

Figure 16. Passing on the Traditions (taken by Kane in Sacramento, CA)
Inclusion
The co-researchers all expressed that they felt out of place and wanted the school,
particularly their teachers and peers, to be more inclusive in terms of instruction and class
assignments. They felt that their teachers and peers did not really take an interest in getting
to know them. For starters, Andre stated that it would be helpful for both the Lao students
and their peers to learn about the Lao history:
A: If you are White, you get to learn everything about your history because that is
what is taught in school. I think it would help if they teach Lao history in school.
Like, it would help us know about your heritage, history, and it will also help other
people know more about Lao people. (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
Kane joined in:
K: Have class to learn Lao language and history too!
Tina reminded the group that it was not practical to provide instruction in all the different
languages, but beginning with a research assignment would help tremendously.

115
T: School can’t provide for every single language. I think just starting with small
research and writing assignments in history class will help us to get to know more
about our history. And, we can do presentation of our research in class and other
classmates will know more about Lao people. (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May
17, 2009)
Liana and Mary echoed Tina with their own personal experiences:
L: Yes. I did a research about Laos and reported on the government, flag, people,
culture, and language in my Spanish class. Yeah, in Spanish! The teacher was very
interested in linguistic part; she was like captivated.
M: I did an interview of my parents, like how they came to America and everything.
I wrote a report about it. It was cool. (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
Another recommendation the co-researchers made was for school to offer the Lao
language as a foreign language class:
R: Would you like to have a Lao language class in high school?
K: Yeah.
R: Would you be interested in learning it?
K: Yeah! (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009)
They also wanted the mainstream media to provide more Lao programs:
A: The media … they should have more channels, like international channels. They
should have Lao programs in Lao language. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 24,
2009)
Lastly, they offered that teachers should try to relate more to them. This would make them
feel a sense of belonging.
V: I think the teachers can make the subjects more interesting by relating to the
students more. Like ask about their background and stuff or bring in information
about different countries and people. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 24, 2009)
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Heritage Language Loss
Along with identifying strategies and spaces to promote heritage language and
cultural maintenance, the co-researchers also pointed out factors that were counterproductive or hindering their success. The factors are discussed in details below.
Lecturing
The co-researchers complained that their parents lectured them excessively over
every little thing. They despised this behavior of their parents and, as a result, lost the
motivation to speak the Lao language.
K: They find stuff to complain about.
L: They always think they are right, so we just let them think they are right. I guess
we let them think that whatever we did was wrong and it won’t happen again, but in
our heads we are like whatever. I think we do contribute to the constant lecturing.
It’s just a never ending circle.
T: They’ll go on for hours, and they’ll repeat themselves in different ways. After the
graduation party, my mom did that on our way home from the hall. I don’t care if she
lectures me once about certain subject, but like, they tend to repeat themselves over
and over again. It just gets to the point where you don’t want to listen to it anymore.
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
The co-researchers felt that their parents’ lectures did not improve anything, but instead
wasted time and caused them to be angry at each other. In a way, the co-researchers blamed
their parents for not taking the time to teach them the language.
T: I think if they have the time to do that, then they should have the time to teach their
kids at home. Like, they have the motivation and the energy to go out partying; they
should also be teaching their kids besides only nagging and yelling at them like, “Uh,
you don’t even know your own language.” So, whose fault is that? (Pre-Photo
Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
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Angry Parents
The co-researchers also expressed that their parents were often angry and exploded on
them for not being able to speak or understand Lao. According to them, if they were
adequately taught how to speak, they would not have to bother and frustrate their parents.
R: Do you hang out more with your mom or dad?
A: More with my mom.
R: Because she speaks more English than your dad? If you were to hang out, spend a
little bit more time with your dad, the one who speaks more Lao, you would pick up
more Lao, wouldn’t you?
A: Maybe, but most of the time he’ll be cussing at me. Whenever they’re mad, they
screamed at me in Lao, and it doesn’t matter because I really don’t understand a lot of
it.
K: Yes, like in 6th grade, my uncle taught me along with my sisters and brothers. I
didn’t really care because I was just a little kid. I get him mad. I don’t even talk to
him anymore. (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
Due to the fact that their parents were upset with them so much, the co-researchers
asserted that their “parents were not really serious about exposing them to the Lao language”
(Vanhsy, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17, 2009).
Teasing and Put Downs
Teasing and put downs by their parents and elders in the community also discouraged
the co-researchers from practice speaking the Lao language. The co-researchers felt that the
teasing and put downs by their parents were hurtful and spiritually defeating.
T: Ah, there are times when my mom makes fun of me. I’ll say, “Noong longtaug
instead of sai longtaug.” Even though my sisters and brothers say that I’m more
fluent than they are, it still feels like it is not good enough.
L: If you get put down or made fun of so much, you lose your motivation and your
confidence level drops, so you don’t try to speak in your own language any more. If
they are more helpful and more understanding of us, it would make us want to speak
more.
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A: If they were in our shoes, they’d know how intimidating it is when they just laugh
at us. It just makes us feel like not speaking it, scared, and don’t wanna try any more.
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
English Is Pervasive
Lastly, the co-researchers complained that their parents, especially those who came to
America in their teens, were sending them contradicting messages. For instance, they
expected their children to speak and understand Lao, but they themselves did not often speak
Lao in the home or the community. The co-researchers observed that the majority of Lao
people did not speak Lao at community functions.
T: Lao people speak mostly English in the community. The Lao language is not used
as much. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 24, 2009)
In addition, the co-researchers attributed their heritage language loss to their formal
schooling process. According to them, as they learned English, they slowly lose their
heritage language.
A: When I was little, I used to know how to speak in Lao very well, but ever since I
started school, I forgot how to speak because there weren’t many Lao students there.
We only spoke in English, so it is kinda hard for me to remember how to speak it
now.
M: Yeah. That’s what happened to me too. When I was younger, I spoke Lao, but
when I started school, I forgot it slowly.
L: My grandma said that I was fluent in Lao when I was young, but now I speak
mostly English and she understands me. (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 17,
2009)
In sum, the co-researchers identified several factors contributing to their rapid
heritage language loss. These factors were: (a) the constant lecturing by their parents; (b) the
fact that their parents were often angry with them and not really teaching them how to speak
the language; (c) the teasing and put downs they received from their parents and elders in the
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community which discouraged them from speaking the language; and (d) the fact that
English was pervasive in the school, as well as the community, which further limited the
opportunity and space for them to practice speaking Lao.
The co-researchers also shared strategies that helped them to learn and maintain their
heritage language and culture. These strategies included their parents: (a) being strict with
them at a young age about speaking in Lao in the home and community; (b) engaging them
in community functions; and (c) taking them to the temple on a regular basis. They also
identified strategies that the school could implement to help them maintain their heritage
language and, at the same time, increase their peers’ and teachers’ knowledge about the Lao
people, history, and culture. These strategies included, but were not limited to, teachers
assigning students to research Laos and interview their parents to share with the whole class,
and trying to relate to Lao students more.
Summary
The six co-researchers answered the three research questions using collective findings
presented as transcription excerpts of group dialogues accompanied by selected photographs.
Their insightful findings gave the reader an authentic perspective of their everyday realities
from the lens of Lao American high school and college students living in Sacramento,
California. This unique perspective validated the voices of these students and their
contribution to this research study. The findings also validated the use of the participatory
research method, along with the utilization of the photovoice data collection strategy, as
these methods elicited information that may not have been possible through other research
methodologies. The dialogic and collective nature of the participatory research process
allowed the co-researchers to take ownership of the research project and worked diligently to
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capture in photographs and seven critically reflective group dialogues the role of their
heritage language in relation to their self-concept, academic performance, and
communication in the home, school, and community. They also collectively identified ways
that their families, schools, and communities could help them maintain their heritage
language.
The data collected from this research study revealed six broad generative themes:
(a) schooling as a process of heritage language loss, (b) the generational gap as the source of
dysfunctional families, (c) subtractive assimilation, (d) family support, (e) community
efforts, (f) and additive assimilation. These six themes are discussed in depth in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER V
DISSCUSION, RECOMMENDATIONS, REFLECTIONS, AND CONCLUSION
Discussion
The findings in Chapter IV illustrated that the co-researchers perceived that their
heritage language had both direct and indirect impact on the lives of Lao Americans at
individual and community levels. They viewed the Lao language as an important medium
for cultural preservation, ethnic community engagement and unity, and narrowing the
generational gap. The dialogue transcriptions and photographs presented in Chapter IV
illuminated the co-researchers’ perceptions of the Lao language in relation to their selfconcept, academic performance, and communication in the home, school, and community.
The findings included the co-researchers’ perceived benefits of heritage language
maintenance and consequences of heritage language loss. They identified the following as
benefits for Lao American students to maintain their heritage language: (a) having a positive
self-concept; (b) succeeding in learning a foreign language; (c) receiving socio-emotional
support from parents and elders; (d) communicating with limited English proficient and nonEnglish speaking individuals; (e) learning the Lao language, culture, and history from
parents, elders, and community leaders; (f) staying connected and feeling a sense of
belonging with people of the same ethnicity; and (g) serving as language and cultural brokers
for their family, as well as ethnic and mainstream communities. The consequences of
heritage language loss they observed and experienced on a daily basis included: (a) negative
self-concept; (b) language barrier; (c) identity crisis and gang involvement;
(d) communication breakdowns; (e) generational gap; and (f) linguistic isolation.
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The co-researchers also stated ways that their family, school, and community could
help them maintain the Lao language. Within the home, they viewed their parents as the
main source of heritage language maintenance. The temple, the heart of the Lao community,
was the space for language and cultural immersion experiences. In addition, individuals who
were fluent in both the Lao language and English and active community leaders were
perceived by the co-researchers as role models working to narrow the generational gap.
Lastly, they asserted that the following factors contributed to Lao American students’ lack of
interest and success in maintaining their heritage language: (a) non-inclusive school and
mainstream media culture; (b) constant lecturing by parents; (c) angry parents;
(d) pervasiveness of the English language; and (e) teasing and put-downs from fluent Lao
speaking individuals.
In sum, the data collected from this research study revealed six generative themes:
(a) schooling is a process of heritage language loss, (b) generational gap is a source of
dysfunctional families, (c) subtractive assimilation is the process of Americanization,
(d) family support is the foundation of heritage language maintenance, (e) community efforts
are imperative for heritage language maintenance, and (f) additive assimilation is a process of
ethnic identity affirmation. In this chapter, I will discuss these six generative themes in
relation to the research literature, offer recommendations for social action and future
research, and present reflections and final conclusions.
Generative Themes
Schooling - A Process of Heritage Language Loss
The co-researchers’ perceptions of schooling as a process of heritage language loss
were prevalent throughout the findings. The co-researchers stated repeatedly that when they
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were young they were fluent in their heritage language, but as they began school they quickly
started to forget how to speak in Lao. Below are what the co-researched shared during
several of the dialogues.
A: I used to know how to speak Lao pretty [well] when I was young, but not any
more because I don’t speak it much any more, not at home or with my friends at
school. (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009)
V: I still speak Lao, but not as much any more. At work and school, it is all English.
M: I speak Lao mostly with my parents, but I speak English with my sisters and
brothers. My baby sister speaks mostly in Lao because she’s always with my mom,
and when she started kindergarten her teacher thought that she didn’t understand
English. (Culminating Dialogue, Sunday, May 24, 2009)
The reasons they provided for this assertion were (a) lack of opportunity to use the
language; (b) prejudices and stereotypes by non-Lao speaking peers; and (c) pervasiveness of
English. Below are a few dialogue excerpts that illustrate the co-researchers’ perceptions of
schooling as a process of heritage language loss.
R: Are there challenges being a Lao student? If so, what are they?
All spoke at once: Learning both languages and not knowing your own history!
A: No one knows about your culture and history.
L: People don’t even know where Laos is. Like, they always ask me, “What are you?
Are you Chinese?” I’d say, “No, I’m Lao.” They would like, “Ah, where is Laos?”
And, they don’t know either way if I explain it or not.
M: Yeah, they’ll just keep asking.
V: Makes you feel like you don’t exist.
L: I think we are because they’ll say something like, “That Chinese girl.” That’s the
first thing they can think of. Then I’ll be like, “No, I’m freaking Lao, ok!”
T: Yeah, so I don’t usually Lao when I’m at school or outside of the Lao community.
(Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
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This finding has been well-documented by research studies on heritage language loss
among minority communities (Fishman, 1991, 2001a; Olsen 1997; Wong Fillmore, 1991,
2000). For instance, within the mainstream classroom, students’ knowledge of additional
languages has typically been viewed as either irrelevant or as an impediment to the learning
of English and overall academic achievement (Crawford, 1989; Cummins 1981a & 1991).
According to Olsen (1997), for immigrants the process of participation in a U.S. high school
is one of loss, for as they learn English, they also learn to abandon their mother tongue.
Wong Fillmore (1991), referring to the negative effects of learning a second language
implies losing the first, indicated how few U.S.-born children of immigrant parents are fully
proficient in their first language, even if it were the only language they knew when they first
entered school. These students speak or hear the heritage language spoken at home and in
their immediate communities, but with few exceptions they receive their formal education
entirely in English. The majority receives no instruction in the heritage language during the
elementary or secondary grades and, as a result, becomes literate only in English.
Many studies have also documented the rapid diminishment of heritage language
fluency among Spanish and Southeast Asian students in the early years of schooling because
these languages are not reinforced within the school contexts through bilingual or dual
language programs (Cummins, 1991; Tse, 2001; Wong Fillmore, 1991). A number of studies
confirmed that by the time second generation heritage language speakers reach high school,
they are dominant in English (Garcia & Diaz, 1992; Portes & Rumbaut, 1990; Wong
Fillmore, 1991).
Fishman’s studies (1964, 1972, 1977, 1991, 2001a) also revealed that, once English is
learned by immigrants, especially by young children, there is a rapid shift or loss of the
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heritage language. A shift to monolingualism is usually completed by the third generation.
This study examined the heritage language loss among US-born Lao American students of
refugee parents or second generation Lao American students. Based on the findings, the rate
of heritage language loss in the Lao community in Sacramento is aligned with Fillmore’s
observations in that second generation Lao Americans are rapidly losing their heritage
language.
Generational Gap - A Source of Dysfunctional Families
According to the findings of this study, the generational gap between parents and
children is one of the factors that compounds the disconnectedness and tensions among
family members. To illuminate their lived realties, the co-researchers provided accounts of
their personal experiences in the homes, such as communication breakdowns, angry parents,
“tuned out” or disrespectful children, and linguistic isolation. Two main sources were
identified by the co-researchers as contributing factors to a dysfunctional home life: language
barrier and conflicting values. As the co-researchers shared their personal experiences of
having to endure the long lectures, hurtful remarks, and angry outbursts from their parents,
they also expressed how much they regretted losing their heritage language and their
desperate desires to regain or further develop their proficiency in it.
The relationship between the generational gap and deteriorating family life has been
well documented by the research (Cummins, 1991; Dungy, 2005; Lee, 2002; Vang, 1998;
Wong Fillmore, 1991, 1996, 2000). According to Wong Fillmore (2000), giving up one’s
native language for the sake of learning English and being accepted has a high price in the
loss of a strong family connection and access to one’s history. As children acquire English
through their schooling, they rapidly lose their heritage language, so the generational gap
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widens (Fishman, 1977; Hein, 1995). Based on the findings, Lao American adolescents and
young adults are so eager to fit in with their peers that they reject their heritage language and
culture. Parents, on the other hand, maintain the primary language, traditional practices, and
cultural values. The language and cultural barriers between parents and children prevent
effective communication in the homes and decrease the positive socio-emotional support
needed for healthy self-concept and academic success (Cummins, 1989; Wright & Taylor,
1995; Yang & Niedzwiecki, 2003).
According to Wong Fillmore (1991), when children undergo heritage language loss,
what is lost is the means by which parents socialize their children. When parents are unable
to talk to their children, they cannot easily convey to them their values, beliefs,
understandings, or wisdom about how to cope with their experiences. Evidenced by the
findings from this research, due to the Lao parents’ inabilities to raise their children in ways
that are effectively nurturing, they either gave up on their children, retreated into linguistic
isolation, or exploded in frustration and anger. The Lao students had a difficulty
comprehending and accepting their parents’ lectures and hurtful scolding, so they gave up on
their parents by tuning out and physically isolating themselves in their rooms. Since the
children did not receive the socio-emotional support at home, the results, as documented in
the research (Dungy, 2005; Fishman, 1977; Giroux, 1988; Lee, 2002; Olsen, 1997, 2001;
Um, 2003; Wong Fillmore, 1996) often have rippling negative effects: (a) poor self-image
and cultural identity, (b) compromised school relationships, and (c) poor school performance.
Kane’s statement illustrated the poor school performance:
K: I don’t know. I’m not doing too good right now. I don’t finish my work at school.
I had two F’s and my mom got very mad at me, but I didn’t really know what she
said. This year I have no F. And, they say I got to get my diploma. I don’t know. It
is hard. (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009)
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Severe intergenerational problems that undermined healthy adolescent growth and
self-identification contribute to a dysfunctional home life for children and parents alike.
Vigil, Yun, and Cheng’s (in Lee & Zhou, 2004) study of Vietnamese families revealed that,
like most Southeast Asian refugee families, they were not strong enough to provide social
support and exert control for many of their children as they did in Vietnam.
In addition, racism in the educational context fueled the sense of hopelessness and
alienation that many language minority students already experienced in their homes and
communities. In the face of such obstacles and an inadequate support structure to fall back
on, the gang serves as their surrogate family (Dungy, 2005; Lee & Zhou, 2004; Min, 2002;
Portes & Hao, 1998; Valdes, 1998). The findings from this study are in line with current
research on the negative effects of heritage language loss. This is supported by Liana’s
comment below.
L: That’s because they think successful means speaking English only and hanging out
with White people, but they are not really accepted by White people. So, now a day,
we have these Lao boys thinking that they’re all gangsters and stuffs, like they start
getting really bad (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, April 12, 2009).
Hence, as illustrated in the findings of this research, strong practical reasons for improving
one’s heritage language include developing a positive bilingual and bicultural ethnic identity
and better employment opportunities and salary. However, another factor that appears to be
very important to heritage language speakers is improved relationships with family and
extended family members.
Subtractive Assimilation - A Process of Americanization
The findings suggested that Lao American students undergo subtractive assimilation
as a process of trying to Americanize themselves. According to Olsen (1997), there are three
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pieces to the process of Americanization that language minority students in the United States
undergo in high schools: (1) academic marginalization and separation; (2) requirements to
become English-speaking and to drop one’s native language in order to participate in the
academic and social life of the high school; and (3) insistent pressures to find and take one’s
place in the racial hierarchy of the United States. Similarly, the co-researchers expressed that
Lao Americans lose their heritage language, culture, and association with their ethnic
community as they strive to be successful in the mainstream society. The co-researchers
stated that components of Americanized identity include: speaking English well, having a
good job, and owning a car and a home. As suggested by their definition of an Americanized
individual, their heritage language is irrelevant.
Research on heritage language loss in Southeast Asian communities has documented
how children are so eager to fit in with their peers that they reject their heritage language and
culture (Krashen, Tse, & McQuillan, 1998; Olsen, et al., 2001; Shin & Nguyen, 2000; Wong
Fillmore, 2000). As language minority students are systematically infused into the
mainstream, their identification with the heritage language and culture is lost. Negative selfimage and contradictory ethnic identity are also serious by-products of heritage language
loss. Some students blame themselves for their heritage language loss. At times they feel
inferior, unintelligent, and ashamed of their own culture and heritage language. In the same
way, the findings from this study suggested that 1.5- (children who were born outside of the
United States and immigrated to the country at an early age, usually 12 or younger) and
second-generation Lao Americans undergo these painful emotions as they engage in the
process of Americanizing themselves.
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As documented by ethnographic research in a volume edited by Min (2002), 1.5- and
second-generation Asian Americans experience ethnic identity crises or undergo ethnic
identity changes over time. During childhood, Asian American children “try to be White” or
“act White,” rejecting their ethnic culture and making friends mainly with White students.
During this period, they suffer from negative self-image and internalized racism. But, as
they grow older, in adolescence or at least in young adulthood, they realize that they cannot
dismiss their cultural and physical differences from White Americans. Thus, they
increasingly accept their ethnic and racial identities by showing more interest in their ethnic
culture and interacting more with people of the same ethnicity and Asian American friends.
Evidence of 1.5 and second-generation Lao Americans experiencing ethnic identity
crises is prevalent in the findings of this research. However, this stage seems to take place at
a later age for Lao Americans. Due to their fluency in the Lao language during their
childhood, Lao American students actually have a strong ethnic identity and positive selfconcept. This is evident by their close relationship with their parents, grandparents, and
ethnic community. For Lao Americans, it is during their adolescent and young adult years
that they experience intense societal pressure to be more Americanized or begin the process
of subtractive assimilation.
Family Support - A Foundation for Heritage Language Maintenance
The findings of this research illuminate that family support is fundamental to heritage
language maintenance among 1.5 and second-generation Lao Americans. All of the coresearchers stated that they grew up speaking the Lao language; their parents, as well as
extended family members such as, grandparents, aunts, and uncles, were individuals who
taught them the Lao language, culture, and history. Of all the co-researchers, Tina was the

130
most fluent in Lao, attributing her heritage language proficiency and knowledge about the
Lao culture and history to the parental support she received from a young age.
T: To me, how my parents raised me was very important. Their top priority, like
most traditional Lao parents, was to make sure that I maintain my heritage language
and culture. So, they do not speak to me in English at all because I have school for
that and my brothers and sister speak to me in English already. They focus on
teaching me our language, so we won’t lose it because once we lose it we’ll never be
able to pass it on to the next generations (Pre-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
The importance of parental support in heritage language maintenance was also one of
the major findings of Chinen’s (2004) study of heritage language maintenance in the
Japanese community. She asserted that parental support was pivotal to heritage language
maintenance among Japanese students. As suggested by Dungy (2005), parents who put
their children in the Khmer Emerging Education Program (KEEP) over the years do so
because they desire to have their children learn about the Lao language, culture, and
traditions.
Findings from this study also suggested that Lao American students were able to
identify parental behaviors that deterred them from wanting to speak Lao (such as lecturing,
teasing and put-downs, as well as angry outbursts). In sum, parental support makes or breaks
the process of heritage language maintenance in the Lao American community.
Community Efforts Are Imperative for Heritage Language Maintenance
According to Rusu (2000), “What makes … ethnic groups … be alike or different is
ultimately their culture. By further reasoning, we notice that the main traits of a culture are
reflected in its values. A culture or a cultural pattern is essentially a value pattern” (p. 177).
The findings of this research study revealed that community efforts toward cultural
preservation are imperative for heritage language maintenance across generations.
Community engagement as a means for heritage language maintenance via cultural
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immersion experiences is supported by research on second language acquisition (Campbell &
Christian, 2003; Cummins, 1991; Krashen, Tse, & McQuillan, 1998). The co-researchers
expressed repeatedly that the best place to learn and practice the Lao language and immerse
in the culture is to attend community functions and celebrations at the temple, the heart of the
community.
In the United States, Lao communities tend to be fragmented and scattered.
Nonetheless, the only unifying force is an adherence to Theravada Buddhism. Buddhist
temples serve as social, educational, cultural, and religious centers for the Lao people
(Liemthongsamout & Sithiphone, 2006). Examples presented in the findings included
pictures of 1.5- and second-generation Lao Americans participating in various activities
during the Lao New Year celebrations at the temples and community center. With parental
support, they were able to immerse themselves in language and culturally rich festivities.
Along with the pictures, the findings included detailed descriptions of such learning
experiences from some of the co-researchers themselves. Liana’s statement sums up this
experience best:
[Whenever] Lao New Year comes around, everyone around our age always attends
this event—it brings everyone together (Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday, May 3, 2009).
According to Fishman (1991), the rate of heritage language maintenance among
language minority groups depends on the numerical strength of people claiming the language
as their mother tongue, and the number of institutions that support the language in the
community, such as schools, publications, mass media, church, and organizations. In this
study, the co-researchers identified several community efforts that they felt were helpful in
promoting the heritage language usage and maintenance among Lao Americans. These
efforts included: (a) weekend lessons at the temples on the Lao language, history, and
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traditional dances; (b) traditional holidays and religious celebrations at the temples and
community halls; and (c) fundraisers held by non-profit community-based organizations.
This finding is in line with Fishman’s (1964) observations:
… minority language communities in the United States have been deeply committed
to maintaining their community languages. In spite of strong assimilative pressures,
these communities have nevertheless established language programs such as Saturday
schools where children are expected to develop existing heritage language
proficiencies. (p. 89)
The co-researchers of this study also agreed that “… language learning should be an
active engagement in real life, since language is a living entity, that needs nurturing and
growth (Valdes, 1998, p. 82). For this reason, they emphasized that community efforts are
imperative for them and generations after them to maintain the Lao language and culture.
Additive Assimilation - A Process of Ethnic Identity Affirmation
For many communities, language is at the core of ethnic identity and the two are
inextricably linked. For this very reason, the co-researchers of this study emphasized that the
process of maintaining their heritage language, culture, and strong connection with people of
the same ethnicity was in fact their attempt to affirm their Lao ethnic identity. The findings
from this study suggested that Lao American students engaged in additive assimilation as a
process of ethnic identity affirmation. This concept is supported by research on the social
construction perspective of ethnicity.
According to the social construction perspective (Min, 2002), ethnicity is not fixed,
but rather is fluid and dynamic, socially constructed in people’s concrete social interactions
with others. Societal expectations and structural barriers have a powerful influence on the
formation of ethnic and racial identities on the part of minority groups in the United States.
However, members of minority groups do not passively accept an ethnic label given by
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members of the dominant group. As social actors, they actively try to negotiate, resisting
negative categorizations and presenting an identity that they consider positive or
advantageous to them in a particular situation. In the social construction perspective, people
have multiple identities and they selectively use a particular identity in a particular situation
and another one in another situation.
As illustrated by one of the co-researchers’ statements, “We have our own language
and culture—like our own world to fall back on” (Vanhsy, Post-Photo Dialogue, Sunday,
April 12, 2009). The co-researchers viewed their heritage language and culture as “another
world for them to fall back on.” This phrase suggested that the co-researchers wanted to
maintain their heritage “world” as a space to which to retreat and center themselves after
experiencing prejudice and discrimination in mainstream society. Since heritage language is
the language associated with one’s cultural background, research has shown that heritage
language development can be an important part of identity formation and can help one to
retain a strong sense of identity to one’s own ethnic group (Cho, Cho, & Tse, 1997;
Feuerverger, 1991). Students who had taken heritage language classes for several years were
more positive toward their home language, culture, and family traditions and values
(Krashen, Tse, & McQuillan, 1998).
According to Min and Kim (1999), ethnicity is mainly characterized by its cultural
distinctions, such as language, dress, food, holidays, customs, values, and beliefs. Language
is the central component of culture and, as such, it has the strongest effect on integrating
members into a particular ethnic group or to exclude members from the group. For this very
reason, the co-researchers, through the research study, made a conscious effort to engage in
additive assimilation, as opposed to subtractive assimilation that they observed among many
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Lao Americans in their immediate communities. In addition, Phinney’s (1989) model of
ethnic identity development which focused on youths developing a positive affiliation and
pride in their ethnic group further supports the need for Lao American students to engage in
additive assimilation. A considerable amount of developmental research confirms the
importance for members of stigmatized groups to develop a positive orientation toward their
racial-ethnic group.
For example, it has been well documented in research that immigrant and refugee
youths develop social support networks and adopt in-group biases and out-group derogation
to buffer the effects of discrimination (Lee & Zhou, 2004). All of the co-researchers in this
study expressed this concept in one form or another, particularly Vanhsy, with his concept of
“another world to fall on.” Essentially, racial-ethnic identity models (Cross, 1971) articulate
the transformation from self-loathing due to an internalization of racial discrimination to
pride in, and positive identification with, one’s racial-ethnic group (Rusu, 2000, p. 270).
Recommendations
The research process engaged the co-researchers in identifying recommendations that
they would like to see implemented in order to help them maintain their heritage language.
Research Question 3 asked the co-researchers to share their thoughts on ways their parents,
school, and community can support their heritage language maintenance. Thus, those
recommendations were included in the findings presented in Chapter IV. Below are the coresearchers’ plan for social actions, which is a critical feature of participatory photovoice
research methodology, along with recommendations for further research and practice.
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Co-Researchers’ Plan for Social Actions
The co-researchers agreed on three concrete actions to share the research findings
with their families, friends, and ethnic, as well as the mainstream communities. First, they
decided to create an exhibit of photographs with captions to be displayed at the 4th Annual
Lao Educational Conference (ALEC), which was scheduled to take place on Friday,
December 11, 2009 at California State University, Sacramento. The exhibit can then be used
to display at various events and institutions, such as schools, temples, and churches.
Secondly, they planned to conduct a workshop at the 4th ALEC to share the findings with
their peers and educators who attended the conference. Lastly, they decided to post the
findings and photographs of the research online at www.laotianlife.com.
In addition to the collective actions stated above, the co-researchers also committed to
speaking more Lao with their family members and initiate oral history lessons with their
parents and grandparents. They all made a commitment to be more vocal at school and
inquire about research and writing assignments that relates to their heritage language, culture,
and historical background. They also planned to create a short video, in which they will put
on YouTube, to promote the Lao language among their peers and the younger generation.
Recommendations for Further Research
The rich data collected from this research study prompted many topics and areas of
further exploration. One such topic is the perceptions of Lao American students whose
families attend church instead of temples. Studying this topic may yield interesting points of
comparison between Lao families who attend church and those who attend temple. Another
interesting topic to explore is the perceptions on heritage language maintenance and loss of
Lao parents who are refugees and those from the 1.5 generation. Since this study captured
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only students’ perspectives, it would be interesting to hear the parents’ thoughts on the issue.
A longitudinal or case study to follow Lao students from a young age to document the stages
of heritage language loss may provide insightful strategies to reverse the current trends in
heritage language shift among second generation Lao Americans.
Since the findings of this research study suggest that Lao Americans, children and
parents, are undergoing severe language barrier, a research on the psychological effects of
heritage language loss may provide helpful strategies to remedy eroding family relationships.
Finally, a large scale research study of Lao American communities across the United States
may illuminate the patterns of heritage language loss and pinpoint strategies to slow down
and/or reverse the trends
Recommendations for Future Practice
Based on the findings of this research study, the researchers and co-researchers
recommended the following practices to be implemented in the social service sector:
(a) counseling services to parents and children experiencing communication breakdowns and
(b) family conflict resolution classes by utilizing heritage language instructors. For the
educational institution, the co-researchers recommended the following actions: (a) culturally
and linguistically relevant research and writing assignments, (b) curriculum developers to be
more inclusive of diverse histories, particularly those that were affected by the Vietnam War,
and (c) teacher professional development on language minority students from Southeast Asia
countries.
Reflections
Another critical component of participatory research method is the reflection process.
Below are the co-researchers’ reflections of what they thought about the research topic,
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process, and outcomes. The co-researchers’ reflections are presented as quote captions
following by their individual photographs. The researcher’s reflections, which follow the coresearchers’ reflections, include challenges in conducting the research, successes from the
research process, and personal learning and discoveries through the process of the research.
Co-Researchers’ Reflections

Figure 17. Andre Anoulak
“I felt that everyone had a purpose for participating in the research project and the
common purpose was to try to help the Lao community to improve. Taking pictures helped
me remember what it is like back in Laos and see how different and lucky I am to live in
America. I thought it was good to have other Lao students to discuss similar problems in the
Lao community. I thought having Miss Lily made things a little easier. Participating in the
discussions helped me get my opinions out to share with others. Taking the pictures of my
everyday life let everybody know what it is like to be a Lao student in America.
The overall experience helped me get to know other Lao students and the struggles
we all have to go through. I thought it helped a lot because before the project I knew a little
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about my culture and now I know more. I appreciated the project because it helped me
understand my culture and the things our parents went through to help their children succeed
in life.”

Figure 18. Kane Nammavongsa
“I learned so much about my heritage and culture. I felt confused at first because I
didn't know what to take pictures of. I got to know the other students and be friend[s] with
them all. I was interested in the research because I wanted to know about my culture and
how to better communicate with my family members.
Yes, the research made me understand our Laotian heritage and culture better. Yes, I
appreciated the research project because Ms. Lily, the researcher, took her time to make this
book and gathered young researchers, like me, to get a better understanding of the Lao
heritage and culture.”
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Figure 19. Liana Bouthaso
“I thought the discussions were very interesting. It’s not common for Lao people to
openly discuss their thoughts and opinions without having to worry about what others had to
say. I also thought that by having discussions, we took one step forward to bringing the entire
Laotian community together. I thought it was hard trying to think of good subjects for the
pictures. I was never really good at symbolism, so I had a really hard time taking pictures.
I think that the research project definitely opened up some doors in regards to the
reasons behind why the Laotian community does not actually function like a community. It
also allowed me to learn more about my culture in terms of language loss and appreciation. I
used to think the fact that I was able to speak Lao was only good for my resumes, but now I
see that it is actually a huge part of my life, and I would love it if my children were able to
speak it as well.
I appreciated the research project because it made me think really hard about our
community as a whole, rather than just individuals. Although it was lengthy and time-
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consuming, I thought, that overall, it was a lesson that everyone in the Lao community
should essentially be exposed to.”

Figure 20. Mary Saengsavanh
“I felt pretty comfortable because I got to talk about my heritage. Taking
photographs of my everyday activities was great! I love photography and taking pictures
about different things that express what we discussed. It was great to know about how the
other co-researchers felt and their point of views about the Lao language and our culture. It
was wonderful because having a teacher like Ms. Lily made the research project more
enjoyable. Everyone took pride in it. It was different and cool because I got to share my
opinions.”
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Figure 21. Tina Rolak
“The discussions were an eye opener. I never knew how blessed I was to have such a
wonderful mother who put all her effort to keep her children well educated about our own
culture, language, and heritage. However, I do believe that the discussions were a bit slow
due some questions that needed tons of explanation.
Taking pictures for the research project was such a fun experience. To my surprise, I
haven’t really noticed how cultured Lao people were until I sat down, looked at the pictures,
and talked about them during the discussions.
Some of the other co-researchers were very quiet. We had to practically dig under
their skin to get a great answer out of them. They were quiet and shy, perhaps a bit
uncomfortable sharing certain personal experiences.
Overall, Ms. Lily is a hard worker who tries and makes a big difference in the Lao
community, especially for young children, teenagers, and adults. Ms. Lily provided good
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questions that allowed me to dig deeper and learn something new about myself. I feel that
my participation in the discussions were good. I spoke out my thoughts and how I felt.
My efforts in taking pictures were focused and productive. I looked forward in
capturing visuals of how interesting the Lao culture, language, and history is. Overall, I
believe I had great participation. I [try] answered questions to the fullest extent.
Yes, the research project absolutely allowed me to better understand my heritage
language and culture. I learned so much about what the other co-researchers think, as well as
their unique experiences. In addition, I also learned that I am lucky to already know how to
speak and write in Lao. Many other teenagers don’t even know how to write, better yet,
speak in their own language. It makes everything more complicated to have lack of
communication with our parents and elders due to this barrier. To resolve this issue, I believe
that parents should play their part in maintaining the Lao culture and teaching it to their
children.
Although the research took a lot of time, I do appreciate being apart of this research
project. I discovered that I am not the only one that goes through some of these difficulties of
communication between the young and the older generation. During the research project, it is
nice to know that we are all relate to one another someway somehow—the connections.”
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Figure 22. Vanhsy Vongphakdy
“Everything was terrific during the discussions. I am very happy about how the
process went. It was great seeing other young Laotians try to keep our modern Lao cultural
practices alive. I’m not much of a person who likes to take pictures but I found the courage
to do so.
All of the other students who participated in the research project were great. They
were curious as I am about how Lao cultures and traditions work and influence our lives in
the United States. They had many questions to ask about Lao culture. I’m glad I participated
in this research project; I learned a lot about myself and my community. Overall, I hope the
research goes out to everyone in the Lao community and the public. I hope it will help to
eliminate the generational gap in our community and the gap in research on the Lao
community.”
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Researcher’s Reflections

Figure 23. Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout
“Many of the challenges in conducting this research stemmed from the fact that most
of the co-researchers were not used to engaging in discussion or dialogue. Some of the coresearchers spoke very little, while a few others dominated the dialogues. I had to implement
creative strategies to get some of the co-researchers to talk. These strategies included
providing food, implementing ice breaker activities, and having many mini-breaks.
The notable successes from this research project were the co-researchers’ increased of
critical consciousness regarding to their lived realities. As illustrated by the findings in
Chapter IV and the co-researchers’ reflections stated earlier, the participants had a deep
appreciation for the research project due to the fact that it had a profound impact on their
understanding of their lived realities. I was overjoyed to be able to witness the increased
level of engagement and depth of analysis displayed by the co-researchers over the course of
the study. According to Cantrell (1998), crucial to the development of contextual and critical
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knowledge is affirming the experiences of students to the extent that their voices are
acknowledged as an important part of the dialogue.
Through the research process, I learned a great deal about myself as a researcher and
a Lao American woman. During the process of listening to and analyzing the co-researchers’
lived realities, the researcher herself gained insights about her own ethnic identity
development. Listening to the co-researchers’ personal accounts of communication
breakdowns and hurtful remarks reminded the researcher of her own experience. And, in
doing so, it made her more confident that heritage language maintenance is imperative if Lao
American students are to succeed in school and in life in general.”
Conclusion
A major theoretical and practical underpinning of this study stemmed from Freire’s
(1989, 2003) education for critical consciousness, commonly referred to as problem-posing
education or empowerment education. Freire’s approach to critical education stresses the
importance of people’s sharing and speaking from their own experience. The goal of such
education is to identify a common theme among individuals’ situations, create an analytical
perspective from which to relate the situations to root causes, and develop solutions and
strategies for change. Empowering education, therefore, teaches more than individual
development or self-esteem. Its teaching efforts are directed at individual change,
community quality of life, and structural changes for social justice.
The co-researchers were active in naming their world and have taken ownership of
the outcomes of this study. The richness of the findings of this research study lies in its
incorporation of the co-researchers’ quotes and selected photovoice photographs. Through
their critical reflections of their lived realties, we are able to better understand the significant
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role of heritage language in the lives of Lao American students and their community. By
allowing the co-researchers to openly share their unique voices, we achieved an insider’s
look into the Lao American community in Sacramento and gained a better understanding of
the issues surrounding their heritage language maintenance and loss.
In the words of the renowned researcher on the lived realties of language minority
communities, Wong Fillmore (1991), “By losing the foundation provided by the first
language, children are easily lost in between the two cultures” (p. 5). Speaking one’s
heritage language is a basic human right. Voices, as forms of self-identity, are silenced in
environments where power relationships exist beyond the control of the individual. Thus,
language minority students and their communities need the support of the power in power to
genuinely embrace a more pluralistic society.
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APPENDIX A
Participatory Research Flyer

Lao High School and College Students Needed
For a Participatory

Research on

Heritage Language Maintenance and Loss in
the Lao Community

Do I Qualify?
YES! If you meet the following
criteria:
; Currently attending high school or
college/university
; Refugee from Laos or 1st
generation Lao American
; Currently living in the Sacramento
Area

Contact
Lily Liemthongsamout at 916-7995380 or lilysam@sbcglobal.net
And
come to an Informational Meeting on
(insert date, time, and location of
meeting here).
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APPENDIX B
IRBPHS Approval Letter
From: USF IRBPHS
Sent: Thu 2/12/2009 8:56 AM
To: Lily Liemthongsamout; lilysam@sbcglobal.net
Cc: Susan Roberta Katz
Subject: IRB Application # 09-005 - Application Approved
February 12, 2009
Dear Ms. Liemthongsamout:
The Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS)
at the University of San Francisco (USF) has reviewed your request for human
subjects approval regarding your study.
Your application has been approved by the committee (IRBPHS #09-005).
Please note the following:
1. Approval expires twelve (12) months from the dated noted above. At that
time, if you are still in collecting data from human subjects, you must file
a renewal application.
2. Any modifications to the research protocol or changes in instrumentation
(including wording of items) must be communicated to the IRBPHS.
Re-submission of an application may be required at that time.
3. Any adverse reactions or complications on the part of participants must
be reported (in writing) to the IRBPHS within ten (10) working days.
If you have any questions, please contact the IRBPHS at (415) 422-6091.
On behalf of the IRBPHS committee, I wish you much success in your research.
Sincerely,
Terence Patterson, EdD, ABPP
Chair, Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects
--------------------------------------------------IRBPHS - University of San Francisco
Counseling Psychology Department
Education Building - 017
2130 Fulton Street
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080
(415) 422-6091 (Message)
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APPENDIX C
Consent Cover Letter
Dear Students,
My name is Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout and I am a doctoral student in the
International Multicultural Education Program at the University of San Francisco. As part of
my course work, I am conducting a participatory research study on heritage language
maintenance and loss. The purpose of this study is to explore the issues surrounding heritage
language maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly among refugee (1.5
generation) and second generation Lao American high school and college students. Its focus
is to capture Lao American students’ critical reflections on the role of their heritage language
in relation to self-concept, academic performance, and communication in the homes, schools,
and communities. In addition, it will provide an opportunity for students to offer
recommendations on how their family, school, and community can help them maintain their
heritage language.
Participatory research is a type of research that engages participants as co-researchers with
whom to interact and from whom to learn with, rather than as subjects to be studied. It is a
process which combines research, education, and action. Data is generated via dialogues.
Photovoice is a research strategy that uses photographs to help answer research questions.
The co-researchers in this participatory research will be asked to take photographs of people,
places, and events in their daily lives to be used as springboard for dialogues with the goal of
answering the research questions.
You are being asked to participate in this study because you are a Lao student currently
attending high school or college/university, living in Sacramento, California, and have
indicated an interest to me via e-mail or telephone. If you choose to participate in the study,
you will be asked to engage in critical dialogues about heritage language maintenance and
loss with me and five other co-researchers, who are also Lao high school or
college/university students living in the greater Sacramento area. All dialogues will be both
audio and video recorded and transcribed by me. All research data will be kept confidential
and in a secured location.
Unfortunately, I am unable to provide you with any monetary compensation for your time,
but I am willing to be flexible and work within the time frame that will work for you. . For
example, if because of time constraints you wish to communicate your review of the
transcribed dialogues and/or respond to some of the questions via e-mail or telephone this
would be an option in this study. If you do not already have a camera or if you would like
me to provide you with one, I will be happy to do so.
If you have any questions that you need answered before you can decide if you wish to take
part in this study, you may contact me by telephone at 916-799-5380 or via e-mail at
lilysam@sbcglobal.net. If you have further questions about this study, you may also contact
the IRBPHS at the University of San Francisco, which is concerned with protection of
volunteers in research projects. You may reach the IRBPHS by calling 415-422-6091 and
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leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the
IRBPHS, Department of Counseling Psychology, Education Bldg., University of San
Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080.
If you choose to be a part of this research project through participation in the audio and video
recorded dialogues, please thoroughly review and sign the attached Informed Consent
Form. Upon receiving your signed Informed Consent Form and Parental Consent Form
(See attached. This form is needed for students under 18 years of age.), I will contact you
along with the other five co-researchers to arrange for our 2-hour pre-dialogue meeting.
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. You may decide to withdraw from
this study at any time and no portion of the dialogues, photographs, or written responses will
be used.
Thank you for your time and consideration.
Sincerely,
K. Lily Liemthongsamout
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APPENDIX D
Informed Consent Form for Dialogue Participation
Purpose and Background
Ms. Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout, a doctoral student at the University of San
Francisco, is conducting a participatory research study on heritage language maintenance and
loss. The purpose of the study is to explore the issues surrounding heritage language
maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly among refugee (1.5 generation) and
second generation Lao American high school and college students. Its focus is to capture
Lao American students’ critical reflections on the role of their heritage language in relation to
self-concept, academic performance, and communication in the homes, schools, and
communities. In addition, it will provide an opportunity for students to offer
recommendations on how their family, school, and community can help them maintain their
heritage language.
I am being asked to participate in this research study because I am a Lao high school or
college/university students living in Sacramento, California. If I am under 18 years of age,
the researcher will obtain my parent consent by using the attached Parental Consent Form
(Appendix D) before I can participate in this research study.
Procedures
If I agree to be a participant in this study, the following will happen:
1. I will be referred to as co-researcher.
2. I will be asked to participate in a pre-dialogue meeting with the researcher and five
other co-researchers for a maximum of two hours to go over the research questions
and data collection process and analysis strategies.
3. I will be asked to engage in two individual dialogue sessions with the researcher
about heritage language maintenance and loss for a maximum of four hours (2 hours
each time).
4. I will be asked to engage in two group dialogue sessions with the researcher and five
other co-researchers about heritage language maintenance and loss for a maximum of
four hours (2 hours each time).
5. I will also be asked to independently take photographs of images (i.e. objects, people,
places, symbols, signs, etc.) that I believe help answers the research questions.
Throughout the entire research process, I will be expected to select at most 6
photographs to bring to the dialogue sessions to help answer the research questions. I
will use the attached Acknowledge and Release Form (Appendix I) to obtain
consent from the individual(s) prior to taking the picture(s).
6. The researcher will provide me the research questions and questions to guide our
initial dialogue in advance to our meeting, but I do not have to limit my discussion of
heritage language maintenance and loss to the provided questions.
7. All meetings (pre-dialogue, individual and group dialogue sessions) will be audio and
video recorded. Through out the research process, the researcher will provide me a
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copy of the audio and video records as well as the transcriptions of our dialogues for
my review, in which I am free to change, add to, or edit.
8. Throughout the research process, the researcher may also communicate with me via
e-mail and telephone. The researcher will keep notes on e-mail and telephone
communications regarding the study and will provide a copy of these documents to
me upon request.
9. No portion of my dialogues with the researcher and five other co-researchers will be
included in the study without my approval.
10. I will allow the researcher to take photographs of me in the context of this research
study. However, my picture(s) will not be included in the final reporting or future
publishing of the study unless my parent (required only if co-researcher is under 18
years of age) and I give consent by signing the attached Final Photovoice Release
Form (Appendix K)
11. Photographs taken by me and the other five co-researchers that are selected to be used
in the research project will be the property of the researcher.
12. Towards the conclusion of the study, the researcher will use the attached Identity
Form (Appendix J) to obtain consent from my parent (required only if co-researcher
is under 18 years of age) and I to use either my legal given name or pseudonym in the
reporting and future publishing of the study.
Risks and Discomfort
1. It is possible that some of the questions in the dialogue with the researcher and other
co-researchers may make me feel uncomfortable, but I am free to decline to answer
any questions I do not wish to answer or to stop participation at any time.
2. The audio and video recording of our dialogue sessions may make me feel
uncomfortable, but I am free to decline to be audio and/or video taped at any time.
3. Obtaining consent from individual(s) to take their picture(s) may be uncomfortable
for me and the individual(s), but I can decline to do this by asking the researcher to
assist me in obtaining the consent or do not engage in taking photographs of people
all together.
4. I understand that the process of investigating a topic through participatory research
dialogue can be rather lengthy. If it is necessary for me due to time constraints to
answer some of the researcher’s questions or respond to the transcribed dialogues and
audio and video records via e-mail or telephone, this will be permissible in this study.
Benefits
This study is a contribution to the field of research on heritage language maintenance and
loss. It has the potential of providing new insights about heritage language maintenance and
loss in the Lao community to students, parents, community leaders, educators, and policy
makers. The final report of this study will be permanently on file in the libraries of the
University of San Francisco and also available to be downloaded from the internet, which
will greatly benefit future generations of researchers. It is also possible that in the process of
participating in this research study I will gain new insights about my heritage language
maintenance and loss in relation to my self-concept, academic achievement, and
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communication in my family, community, and the mainstream society. This is the first
participatory research study on heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao
community in Sacramento, California. Upon completion of the study, I will receive a copy
of the draft of the dissertation, and will be able to read and reflect on my learning experience.
As a result of my engagement in this study, I may develop a new level of awareness about
the challenges in my life and feel empowered to take actions to rise above them and to
influence positive changes in my community.
Costs/Financial Considerations
There will be no financial costs to me as a result of taking part in this study. Participation in
the study will required approximately a total of 20 hours of my personal time. There could
be an expense to me and/or my family related to travel expense for transportation to meeting
locations.
Payment/Reimbursement
I will not be reimbursed for participation in this study.
Questions
I have spoken to Ms. Liemthongsamout, as well as read additional information provided by
her about this study and have had my questions answered. If I have any further questions,
comments, or concerns, I may call her at 916-799-5380 or send her an email at
lilysam@sbcglobal.net. I may also contact Dr. Susan Katz at the University of San Francisco
at 415-422-2209 or katz@usfca.edu.
If I have any questions or comments about my participation in this study, I should first talk to
the researcher. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may contact the IRBPHS, which
is concerned with protection of volunteers in research projects. I may reach the IRBPHS by
calling 415-422-6091 and leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or
by writing to the IRBPHS, Department of Counseling Psychology, Education Bldg.,
University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 94117-1080.
Consent
I have been given a copy of the “Research Subject’s Bill of Rights” and I have been given a
copy of this consent form to keep.
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to be in this
study, or to withdraw from it at any point. My decision as to whether or not to participate in
this study will have no influence on my present or future status as a student or employee at
USF.
My signature below indicates that I agree to participate in this study.
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_________________________________________
Participant’s Signature

___________________
Date of Signature

_________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

___________________
Date of Signature
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APPENDIX E
Parental Consent Form
Purpose and Background
Ms. Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout, a doctoral student at the University of San
Francisco, is conducting a participatory research study on heritage language maintenance and
loss. The purpose of the study is to explore the issues surrounding heritage language
maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly among refugee (1.5 generation) and
second generation Lao American high school and college students. Its focus is to capture
Lao American students’ critical reflections on the role of their heritage language in relation to
self-concept, academic performance, and communication in the homes, schools, and
communities. In addition, it will provide an opportunity for students to offer
recommendations on how their family, school, and community can help them maintain their
heritage language.
My child is being asked to participate in this research study because he/she is a Lao high
school or college/university students living in Sacramento, California. He/she is under 18
years of age and needs permission from me to participate in the study.
Procedures
If I agree to allow my child to be a participant in this study, the following will happen:
1. My child will be referred to as co-researcher.
2. My child will be asked to participate in a pre-dialogue meeting with the researcher
and five other co-researchers for a maximum of two hours to go over the research
questions and data collection process and analysis strategies.
3. My child will be asked to engage in two individual dialogue sessions with the
researcher about heritage language maintenance and loss for a maximum of four
hours (2 hours each time).
4. My child will be asked to engage in two group dialogue sessions with the researcher
and five other co-researchers about heritage language maintenance and loss for a
maximum of four hours (2 hours each time).
5. My child will also be asked to independently take photographs of images (i.e. objects,
people, places, symbols, signs, etc.) that he/she believes help answers the research
questions. Throughout the entire research process, my child will be expected to select
at most 6 photographs to bring to the dialogue sessions to help answer the research
questions. My child will use the attached Acknowledge and Release Form
(Appendix I) to obtain consent from the individual(s) prior to taking the picture(s).
6. The researcher will provide my child the research questions and questions to guide
the initial dialogue in advance to the meeting, but my child do not have to limit
his/her discussion of heritage language maintenance and loss to the provided
questions.
7. All meetings (pre-dialogue, individual and group dialogue sessions) will be audio and
video recorded. Through out the research process, the researcher will provide my
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child a copy of the audio and video records as well as the transcriptions of the
dialogues for my child’s review, in which he/she is free to change, add to, or edit.
8. Throughout the research process, the researcher may also communicate with my child
via e-mail and telephone. The researcher will keep notes on e-mail and telephone
communications regarding the study and will provide a copy of these documents to
my child upon request.
9. No portion of my child’s dialogues with the researcher and five other co-researchers
will be included in the study without my child’s approval.
10. I will allow the researcher to take photographs of my child in the context of this
research study. However, my child’s picture(s) will not be included in the final
reporting or future publishing of the study unless I, as the parent, (required only if coresearcher is under 18 years of age) and my child give consent by signing the attached
Final Photovoice Release Form (Appendix K)
11. Photographs taken by my child and the other five co-researchers that are selected to
be used in the research project will be the property of the researcher.
12. Towards the conclusion of the study, the researcher will use the attached Identity
Form (Appendix J) to obtain consent from me (required only if co-researcher is under
18 years of age) and my child to use either his/her legal given name or pseudonym in
the reporting and future publishing of the study.
Risks and Discomfort
1. It is possible that some of the questions in the dialogue with the researcher and other
co-researchers may make my child feel uncomfortable, but my child is free to decline
to answer any questions he/she do not wish to answer or to stop participation at any
time.
2. The audio and video recording of our dialogue sessions may make my child feel
uncomfortable, but he/she is free to decline to be audio and/or video taped at any
time.
3. Obtaining consent from individual(s) to take their picture(s) may be uncomfortable
for my child and the individual(s), but he/she can decline to do this by asking the
researcher to assist him/her in obtaining the consent or do not engage in taking
photographs of people all together.
4. I understand that the process of investigating a topic through participatory research
dialogue can be rather lengthy. If it is necessary for my child due to time constraints
to answer some of the researcher’s questions or respond to the transcribed dialogues
and audio and video records via e-mail or telephone, this will be permissible in this
study.
Benefits
This study is a contribution to the field of research on heritage language maintenance and
loss. It has the potential of providing new insights about heritage language maintenance and
loss in the Lao community to students, parents, community leaders, educators, and policy
makers. The final report of this study will be permanently on file in the libraries of the
University of San Francisco and also available to be downloaded from the internet, which
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will greatly benefit future generations of researchers. It is also possible that in the process of
participating in this research study my child will gain new insights about his/her heritage
language maintenance and loss in relation to his/her self-concept, academic achievement, and
communication in his/her family, community, and the mainstream society. This is the first
participatory research study on heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao
community in Sacramento, California. Upon completion of the study, my child will receive a
copy of the draft of the dissertation, and will be able to read and reflect on his/her learning
experience. As a result of my child’s engagement in this study, he/she may develop a new
level of awareness about the challenges in his/her life and feel empowered to take actions to
rise above them and to influence positive changes in his/her community.
Costs/Financial Considerations
There will be no financial costs to my child as a result of taking part in this study.
Participation in the study will required approximately a total of 20 hours of my child’s
personal time. There could be an expense to my child and/or I related to travel expense for
transportation to meeting location(s).
Payment/Reimbursement
My child will not be reimbursed for participation in this study.
Questions
I have spoken to Ms. Liemthongsamout, as well as read additional information provided by
her about this study and have had my questions answered. If I have any further questions,
comments, or concerns, I may call her at 916-799-5380 or send her an email at
lilysam@sbcglobal.net. I may also contact Dr. Susan Katz at the University of San Francisco
at 415-422-2209 or katz@usfca.edu.
If I have any questions or comments about my child’s participation in this study, I should
first talk to the researcher. If for some reason I do not wish to do this, I may contact the
IRBPHS, which is concerned with protection of volunteers in research projects. I may reach
the IRBPHS by calling 415-422-6091 and leaving a voicemail message, by e-mailing
IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to the IRBPHS, Department of Counseling Psychology,
Education Bldg., University of San Francisco, 2130 Fulton Street, San Francisco, CA 941171080.
Consent
I have been given a copy of the “Research Subject’s Bill of Rights” and I have been given a
copy of this consent form to keep.
PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. I am free to decline to have my
child be in this study, or to withdraw from it at any point. My decision as to whether or not
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to have my child participate in this study will have no influence on my child’s present or
future status as a student or employee at USF.

My signature below indicates that I agree to allow my child to participate in this study.
_________________________________________
Signature of Participant’s Parent/Guardian

___________________
Date of Signature

_________________________________________
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

___________________
Date of Signature

167
APPENDIX F
Questionnaire
Please fill in the information requested below and sign the statement on page 2.
Name______________________________________________________________________
Address____________________________________________________________________
Home Phone_______________________________Cell Phone________________________
E-mail
Address_________________________________________________________________
Parents’
Names_________________________________________________________________
Age_________Gender__________Ethnicity_______________________________________
Name of High School or College/University currently attending
______________________________________________________________Grade________
How proficient are you in English? (Please check one box.)
Highly Proficient

Proficient

Somewhat Proficient

Not at all Proficient

How proficient are you in Lao? (Please check one box.)
Highly Proficient

Proficient

Somewhat Proficient

Not at all Proficient

Have you ever receive instruction on your heritage language—Lao? If so, where and for how
long did?

Why are you interested in participating in this research study?

Do you have time to work with the researcher and five other co-researchers on a regular basis
over the next two months to gather and help analyze data for this research (approximately 10
hours in dialogues and 10 more hours to take photographs and review data)? Please explain
any concerns.
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Do you have transportation to meeting location(s) and/or to take photographs? Please
explain any concerns.

Do you have any other commitments that could conflict with the time commitment needed
for this research? Please explain.

Do your parents support your participation in this study? If not, please explain.

I understand that the information provided on this questionnaire will be used for the purpose
of selecting participants and/or alternates for this study. I further understand that if I am
seleted for the study, a confidentiality agreement will be given to me prior to any further
information gathering. I also understand that if I am not selected as a participant or alternate,
the answers given in this questionnaire will be kept as a resource, but that neither my name or
pseudonym will be used without my permission.
____________________________________________________
Signed

____________________________________________________
Print Name

__________________
Date
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APPENDIX G
Researcher Subjects Bill of Rights
The rights below are the rights of every person who is asked to be in a research study. As a
research participant, I have the following rights:
(1) To be told what the study is trying to find out;
(2) To be told what will happen to me and whether any of the procedures, drugs, or
devices are different from what would be used in standard practice;
(3) To be told about the frequent and/or important risks, side effects, or discomforts of
the things that will happen to me for research purposes;
(4) To be told if I can expect any benefit from participating, and, if so, what the benefit
might be;
(5) To be told of the other choices I have and how they may be better or worse than
being in the study;
(6) To be allowed to ask any questions concerning the study both before agreeing to be
involved and during the course of the study;
(7) To be told what sort of medical or psychological treatment is available if any
complications arise;
(8) To refuse to participate at all or to change my mind about participation after the
study is started; if I were to make such a decision, it will not affect my right to
receive the care or privileges I would receive if I were not in the study;
(9) To receive a copy of the signed and dated consent form; and
(10) To be free of pressure when considering whether I wish to agree to be in the study.
If I have other questions, I should ask the researcher. In addition, I may contact the
Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRBPHS), which is
concerned with protection of volunteers in research projects. I may reach the IRBPHS by
calling (415) 422-6091, by electronic mail at IRBPHS@usfca.edu, or by writing to USF
IRBPHS, Department of Counseling Psychology, Education Building, 2130 Fulton Street,
San Francisco, CA 94117-1080.
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APPENDIX H
Research Questions & Questions to Guide the Pre-Photo Dialogues
Research Question 1: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their
heritage language in relation to their self-concept and academic performance?
(a) What label do you use to describe your cultural background/ethnic identity?
(b) What instruction have you received or are you receiving on the Lao language?
(c) How would you describe your Lao language learning experiences in the past and
present classroom/program? Please explain.
(d) What are the challenges as a Lao student?
(e) What are the advantages as a Lao student?
(f) What does academic success mean to you?
(g) How would you describe a successful student?
(h) Do you consider yourself a successful student? Why or why not?
(i) How proficient are you in the Lao language? Speaking? Reading? Writing?
(j) Is proficiency in the Lao language helpful in your schooling? In what ways?
(k) Is being bilingual in Lao and English important and/or beneficial to you? If so, in
what ways? If not, why not?
Research Question 2: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on the role of their
heritage language in relation to their communication in the homes, schools, and
communities?
(a) How has your level of proficiency in the Lao language affected your communication
with your parents? Other family members? Friends and teachers at school? People
in the Lao community and mainstream community?
(b) When/how often and with whom do you use the Lao language?
(c) How are your parents involved in your education?
(d) What topics do you discuss with your parents and siblings?
Research Question 3: What are Lao American students’ thoughts on what their
families, schools, and communities can do to help them maintain their heritage
language?
(a) Do your parents and siblings help you learn or maintain the Lao language? How?
(b) Do your parents and siblings contribute enough to help you be proficient in the Lao
language? How?
(c) What else do you think your parents and siblings can do to help you learn how to
speak, read, write, and maintain the Lao language?
(d) How do the Lao community and your school help you learn/maintain the Lao
language?
(e) What else do you think the Lao community and your school can do to help you learn
and use the Lao language?
(f) What do you think the mainstream community can do to help you learn and maintain
the Lao language?
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APPENDIX I
Photovoice Instruction
Dear Co-Researchers,
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this participatory research study. I hope this research
project will be beneficial to you, our co-researchers, and will serve as an opportunity to
educate ourselves and our community as well as the mainstream society.
Instructions:
In preparation for our group dialogue, please photograph a few images for each research
question. See attached Research Questions and Questions to Guide the Pre-Photo
Dialogue. You’ll need at most two images for each research question. As you’re
photographing images, please consider the following:
• I am asking you to find images and/or people or objects that tell your story.
• You can express this in anyway that you wish but the medium that I am asking you to
use is photograph.
• You cannot use photos taken by someone else or taken at anytime before the onset of
this study.
• If you photograph people for this study, you MUST have their signed permission in
order for the photo to be used in this study. Please see attached Acknowledge and
Release Form.
• This is an individual project. Please do not work together to gather photographs.
Rather, think about your own experiences and share your inner voice with me through
photographs.
If you have any questions, please call me on my cell phone at 916-799-5380 or home phone
at 916-688-8732 or send me an email at lilysam@sbcglobal.net. Please bring your
photographs to our scheduled individual dialogue on (insert date, time, and location of
meeting here). If you need assistance in printing out your photographs, please contact me at
least 24 hours before our meeting.
Have fun! I am looking forward to hearing your stories.

K. Lily Liemthongsamout
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Appendix J
Acknowledge and Release Form
I ___________________________________________________ have been asked by
________________________________ to have my photograph taken as part of a Photovoice
participatory research project entitled, Lao American Students’ Critical Reflections on
Heritage Language Maintenance and Loss. The purpose of the study is to explore the issues
surrounding heritage language maintenance and loss in the Lao community, particularly
among refugee (1.5 generation) and second generation Lao American high school and
college students. Its focus is to capture Lao American students’ critical reflections on the
role of their heritage language in relation to self-concept, academic performance, and
communication in the homes, schools, and communities.
I give full permission for my picture to be used as a part of this project, and
understand that it may be used in publications, presentations, exhibits, and educational
workshops related to this topic. If I have any questions, I have been given the email address
and phone number of the project facilitator, Khonepheth Lily Liemthongsamout:
lilysam@sbcglobal.net, 916-799-5380.
I understand that I may ask that my picture be removed at anytime without penalty to
myself.
___________________________________________________
Name of person to be PHOTOGRAPHED

__________
Date

___________________________________________________
Participant’s Signature

__________________
Date

___________________________________________________
Parent’s Signature (if under 18 years of age)

__________________
Date
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Appendix K
Identity Form

I __________________________________________ agree to use my legal given name
for the dissertation entitled, Lao American Students’ Critical Reflections on Heritage
Language Maintenance and Loss.
I ___________________________ have chosen to use
_____________________________ as my pseudonym in the dissertation entitled, Lao
American Students’ Critical Reflections on Heritage Language Maintenance and Loss.
I understand that the chosen name may be used in publications, presentations,
exhibits, and educational workshops related to this topic. I understand that I may ask at any
time to change to a pseudonym if I agreed to use my legal given name, or to revert back to
my legal given name if I have chosen a pseudonym for this project, without penalty to
myself.

__________________________________________________
Participant’s signature

__________________
Date

___________________________________________________
Parent’s Signature (if under 18 years of age)

__________________
Date

___________________________________________________
Project Facilitator’s signature

__________________
Date
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Appendix L
Final Photovoice Release Form
I ______________________________________________ give permission for my
photographs, images, and voice to be used in the dissertation entitled, Lao American
Students’ Critical Reflections on Heritage Language Maintenance and Loss.
I understand that my photographs, images, and voice may be used in publications,
presentations, exhibits, and educational workshops related to this topic.
I understand that I may ask at any time for my photographs, images, and/or voice to
be removed from this project, without penalty to myself.

___________________________________________________
Participant’s signature

__________________
Date

___________________________________________________
Parent’s Signature (if under 18 years of age)

__________________
Date

___________________________________________________
Project Facilitator’s signature

__________________
Date

